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The Changing Game 


ame companies have long been accused of 
G trying to control messaging, and rightfully so. 

Like every other company or entity, they have 
a vision for their products and try to deliver that 
message to the consumer and the press. 

This is the way things have always worked in this 
industry, and it's the job of the press to find ways 
around the boundaries or walls companies put up. 
Good journalism has always been about parsing 
the predetermined message and seeing through 
the smoke screen to find the truth. Forming relation- 
ships to find the right opportunities to ask the right 
questions is key. 

It's the eternal dance — or at least it was. 
Companies today – in gaming or otherwise - are 
trying to find new avenues to get you the message. 
In particular they are interested in avenues that don't 
involve press or other influences that can change 
the message. 

Many publishers have hired their own content 
teams, largely comprised of former journalists, who 
are slowly transforming the way you receive informa- 
tion. No one is vetting or tempering the message; you 
just hear what marketing wants you to hear. Let's just 
say they aren't interested in discussions about the 
challenges the products face or where it falls against 
standards or trends set by others in the industry. 
Perspective is not a goal in this scenario. 

Thankfully, companies no longer control the mes- 
sage once a game is out, but publishers increasingly 
are denying access and limiting the power of the 
press leading up to launch. I'm not just talking about 
Game Informer; this is a change that affects everyone 
in the video games press. 

Some consumers consider this a good thing. They 
feel the press are muddying the waters, and in some 
cases just parroting a message. Others, like me, find 
this new future with limited access to pre-launch 
review builds and information coming directly from 
company blogs or hired entertainers to be scary. 

We are not completely reliant on these companies 
for news and information, and we are finding ways 
around the messenger. But if this trend continues, 
more and more of the information you see will be 
designed to paint their game in the best possible 
light, rather than inform you. We joke at the office that 
we may see a company releasing the first reviews of 
its own titles rather than enabling the press to inform 
its readers. It sounds absurd, but I’m not so sure it is 
that far off from the truth. 

Game Informer will not waver on our goal to bring 
honest and informative game content both here in the 
magazine and daily at gameinformer.com, and we will 
continue to do so as long as readers support it, since 
you have always been the reason we do what we do. 
You can see examples in this very issue, where we 
challenge practices at both Ubisoft and Konami. 

I'm not against direct messaging from publishers to 
their consumers. But they cross the line for me when 
they remove us – the consumer advocate – from the 
equation and then expect us to thank them for the 
privilege. That is a line we won't cross, and | hope 
gamers who read news and views from press around 
the world will take a stand for independent voices 
about the games they want to play. 


Cheers, 
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Halo 5: Guardians 

Master Chief has been discredited and Spartan John Locke has put 
together a team to track him down. Our hero is responding in kind by 
establishing his own team, and players get a chance to play both sides. 
We go hands-on with Halo 5's campaign to see how Master Chief's side 
plays out, as well as a peek into what lessons are driving changes for 
the multiplayer. by Bryan Vore 


Top Ten Halo Moments 


regulars 


6 Feedback 
This month readers discuss 
the implications of a future 
with virtual reality, share 
horror stories about stolen 
EverQuest identities, and 
judge a book by its cover - 
or in this case, a game by 
its trailer. 


12 Connect 
We dive into the turmoil at 
Konami and what Metal 
Gear Solid creator Hideo 
Kojima's likely departure 
means. We also interview 
another notable creator, 
Patrice Désilets (Assassin's 
Creed) to discuss his 
lawsuit with Ubisoft and 
his new project. 


Meet Nintendo's New Best Friend 


Ernest Cline Interview 


68 Previews 
This month we go hands- 
on with Metal Gear Solid V: 
The Phantom Pain and see 
what's next for Assassin's 
Creed with Syndicate. 
We also check out Lego 
Dimensions, Rock Band 4, 
and Wattam, from the cre- 
ator of Katamari Damacy. 


88 Reviews 
CD Projekt Red's The 
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt is this 
month's big release, but 
we also review Nintendo's 
Mario-themed partnership 
with Puzzle & Dragons and 
the new Wolfenstein chap- 
ter, The Old Blood. 


ù 
Afterwords: Broken Age 


100 Game Over 
Halo 5 is on our cover this 
month, so we shed light on 
some of the lesser-known 
factoids of Microsoft's most 
successful game series. 
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feedback@gameinformer.com 


eality, the next Assassin's Creed, and underage gamers 


I've been following the development of VR 
technology with a lot of excitement, and | 
enjoyed your recent look at the development 
of various sets (Virtual Reality Check, issue 
265). But | have a concern that | haven't seen 
addressed anywhere: accessibility. I'm a 
disabled gamer, and while I'm lucky enough 
to be able to use a standard controller, | have 
limiting mobility issues. Naturally, I'm con- 
cerned about how much physical movement 
VR will require. Will the gamer have to be able 
to walk? Raise and use both arms? Jump? 
I've seen some of these things mentioned in 
demos; are companies working on any alter- 
natives for disabled gamers? VR holds some 
obvious attractions for those of us physically 
limited in meatspace — will we be left out in 
the cold? 

Emily Grubbs 

via email 


VR certainly holds some tantalizing pos- 
sibilities, but no one has managed to 
work out all the technical problems and 
unknowns as of yet. What kind of experi- 
ences retail units will ultimately deliver is 
also shrouded in mystery. Some demos 
have made use of motion controls like the 
PlayStation Move for a more physically 
interactive experience, but other games 
that promise VR support - such as Project 
Cars and Star Citizen - will likely limit the 
required physical interactions to head 
tracking and use standard controllers. At 
the risk of sounding too punny, we'll just 
have to wait and see. 


Your article on the 11-year-old boy who had 
his Destiny characters deleted (The Twisted 
Tale of Deleted Destiny Data, issue 265), 
reminded me of my own incident in EverQuest 
years ago. | had an in-game friend for four 
years; he was a paladin and | was a warrior 
maxed out with raid gear. | went on vacation, 
and he asked if he could use my account to 
teleport with my wizard while | was gone. 
This is a friend | spoke to on the phone sev- 
eral times a week, knew his address, wife, 
everything, so | said sure. When | returned 
and logged on, every character | had was 
gone. | spoke to a GM, who said my “friend” 
had transferred every transferable item to his 
account, then deleted every nontransferable 
item (raid gear). To add insult to injury, he 


de-leveled my main character from max level 
to 46 (over 10 levels) before deleting it. | got 
my characters restored, but not the levels or 
gear — years down the drain. As for my friend, 
he simply vanished; | can only assume he 
changed his name or transferred servers. The 
lesson: Don't trust anyone - anyone! — with 
your account info unless you are prepared 
to lose it all. If you won't give them your ATM 
card and PIN number, don't give them your 
account info. 
Ben Thompson 
Williamsport, PA 


Trolls can be incredibly crafty, patient, 
and cruel. Heed Ben's advice so you don't 
have to learn the lesson yourself. 


1 came up with a way Microsoft and Sony 
could crack down on underage gamers 
Playing M-rated titles online. Children are 
getting access to titles they may not have 
the emotional experience or mental capacity 
to handle, which manifests itself in insults, 
swearing, unsporting behavior, and tan- 
trums, creating a frustrating experience for 
us adult gamers playing alongside them. 
So why not have everyone's date of birth on 
their profile prevent the game from running 
if they are too young? But then something 
occurred to me: Why would developers and 
publishers try to stop underage gaming? 
Imagine how sales for Call of Duty would be 
affected if the underage crowd was forced 
out of playing. Do you think we'll ever see а 
solution to this problem, or are we stuck with 
squeakers forever? 

Russ Noble 

via email 


You can’t blame all the insults and 
obscenities spewed during multiplayer 
matches on kids, Russ - there are plenty 
of online gamers out there who are 
immature, but not underage. As for 

your idea to weed out the younglings, 
publishers and console makers do care 
about keeping potentially inappropriate 
games out of the hands of minors, which 
is why the parental controls of current-gen 
consoles go far beyond the restriction 
you're suggesting. However, the ESRB. 
ratings are just guidelines: It's ultimately 
up to parents to decide what content 

their children are mature enough to play. 
Thankfully, you can always override their 
decision with the mute button. 


PHOTOS FROM THE VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY 


“Can | get a free GTA V Steam 
key? I'm curious if anyone else 
wrote you about this.” 


“What's up with Nintendo 
re-releasing the same games 
for every new console?” 


What's up with Nintendo fans 
rebuying the same games for 
every new console? 


“Is the picture of the dude with 
the chain necklace Darth Clark 
or just some random stock- 
photo from the 908?" 


Trick question: Darth Clark is 
both Game Infarcer's Editor 
in Chief and a model for the 
stock-photo industry. 


“l just did an update for the 
sims 4 get to work and it no 
longer will allow me to but 
the cheats in. | called Orgin 
about this why is this do this 
to my game?” 


What is your criteria for 
buying DLC? 


Left) Halo 5's multiplayer 
designer Quinn DelHoyo 
showed us around the offices 
during this month's cover story 
trip. Carter-A259 was less 
enthusiastic about our visit. 

t) Brian Shea recently 
checked out Black Ops ЇЇ with 
Treyarch's Jason Blundell, Mark 
Lamia, and Dan Bunting. His 
KID ratio was awful. 


continued on page 8 
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1 recently purchased Mortal Kombat X, 
which is an enjoyable game in its own 
right. The issue is its DLC. While | can 
understand and forgive the (high-priced) 
extra characters, | am disappointed with 
the Secrets of the Krypt mode and its cor- 
responding DLC. The Krypt Unlock pack 
unlocks every item in the Secrets of the 
Krypt, which uses Koins earned in the 
game to unlock fatalities and art. The Koins 
i are hard to get, and the good prizes are 
j even harder to find, which makes me feel 
= like the game is designed to coerce you 
into buying the extras. Are you as disturbed 
as | am that a $60 game includes the pay- 
to-win pricing model of an iPhone game? 
19 Console Exclusivity Trey Harris 
Complaints а California 
п VR Interest/Skepticism a 


п Objections To 
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Favorite Video 
Game Vehicles 


Mortal Kombat X's Krypt Unlock (519.99) 


and Easy Fatalities DLC ($0.99 for 
DLE Practices simplified inputs to five fatalities) have 
п Harvest Moon Happiness Q rubbed some players the wrong way, 
= Calls For Online Civility : as have DLC fighters showing up on 
8-Month-Old Sarkeesian the character-select screen even if you 
interview Gripes : 4 don't buy them. To be fair, the Secrets of 


le satis the Krypt's fatalities and artwork won't 
give you a leg-up on the competition, 
so it's not really pay-to-win, but we can 
understand if NetherRealm’s approach 
to DLC has left you a bit krabby. 


The fine folks at 

ArenaNet gave Dan Tack the 
rundown on Guild Wars 25 
upcoming expansion, which is 
fitting because Tack also has a 
heart of thorns. 

Right) Our snapshots from 
this year's DICE continue with 
BioWare's classy Aaryn Flynn. 
and Mark Darrah. 


continued on page 10 
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) We also caught up with 
Three One Zero founder Adam 
Orth and Kill Screen founder 
Jamin Warren. So many founders! 
ght) Even editor's families 
aren't impervious to making a 
video game-themed cake once 
in awhile, like Jeff Cork's wife 
did for their son's 8th birthday. 
Happy birthday, Henry! 
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nintendo's new best friend 
top 10 halo moments 


ready to play again: 
ernest cline interview 


gaming for fun and profit: 
a pro's guide to 
game broadcasting 


afterwords: 
broken age: act ii 


opinion: p.t Is dead, 
long live p.t 


Is This The End Of The 
Kojima Era At Konami? 


Signs point toward a split, and a new direction for 
the Japanese publisher 


ideo Kojima’s name has been synonymous with Konami 
for decades. The man behind the Metal Gear series has 
brought much fanfare and success to the company, but 
this vital 30-year relationship appears to be fading. No 
one is outright saying the relationship is over, but all signs point to a 
messy divorce between the two camps, and it doesn’t look like they 


have much of a future together. 


Cracks in the fagade started to appear in March 
when Konami mysteriously removed Kojima’s logo 
from its website and some of the series’ box art. 
Konami said it was merely a move of company 
rebranding and restructuring. Around this same time, 
Kojima confirmed that upcoming Metal Gear Solid V: 
The Phantom Pain would be his last in a video inter- 
view with IGN. "With Metal Gear Solid V, I'm finally 
closing the loop on that saga,” he said. “In that sense, 
this will be the final Metal Gear Solid. Even if the Metal 
Gear franchise continues, to me, this is the last Metal 
Gear.” Kojima has threatened this before, and even 
admitted such in the video, but he seemed firm on 
the declaration. 

Kojima may see Metal Gear Solid V as the series’ 
end, but Konami isn't about to let go of one its top- 
selling franchises. The company responded, issuing its 
own statement: "Konami will continue to develop and 
distribute top-quality content in the Metal Gear series 
following MGSV: TPP. As the next step in the series, 
Konami has already resolved to develop a new 'Metal 
Gear’ title." Konami has already posted job listings to 
start the audition process for this new project. 

The drama didn't stop there. Konami also blindsided 
fans by canceling Kojima's highly anticipated Silent 
Hills game. To add insult to injury, the company 
pulled РТ. (the playable teaser that announced the 
game) from PlayStation Network on April 29. This 
isn't the end for the series, but it is the end of Kojima 
and director Guillermo del Toro's vision for it. Konami 
said in a statement, "Konami is committed to new 
Silent Hill titles, however the embryonic ‘Silent 
Hills’ project developed with Guillermo del Toro and 
featuring the likeness of Norman Reedus will not 
be continued.” 

So how did we get here? Not even a year ago, 
Konami was promoting Metal Gear Solid V and 
PT. heavily at a slew of shows, such as TGS and 
Gamescom. While Kojima has always expressed his 
desire to step away from Metal Gear at some point, 
the Silent Hills cancellation comes as the biggest 
shock. PT. sparked the most enthusiasm we've seen 
for the struggling series in close to a decade. It looked 
like such a smart decision all around. After outsourced 
entries like Homecoming and Downpour rated in the 
low 70s and high 60s on Metacritic, respectively, it felt 
good to see Konami developing the series in-house 
again. Kojima seemed genuinely excited to work on 
Silent Hills — something he's been hinting he wanted 
to do for a while. It would have given him a new place 
to foster his creativity. 

The sudden discontent between the two camps 
may seem like a head scratcher, but Konami has been 
making some business decisions for the past few 
years that signal a change in its company vision. Not 
only has Konami been dialing back its investment in 
console gaming, some of its main series have faltered. 


by Kimberley Wallace 


Restructuring And The Cost Of Leaving 

Kojima Behind 

The landscape of Japanese gaming has been changing 
over the past decade. Console games once seemed 
like the only way to strike gold outside of pachinko 
machines and arcades. Music/rhythm games, while try- 
ing to make а comeback now, all but disappeared after 
the Rock Band and Guitar Hero bubble. Konami kept 
putting out Dance Dance Revolution through 2013, but 
it wasn't the powerhouse it once was. Likewise, iconic 
Konami franchises like Silent Hill and Castlevania 
haven't ushered in the acclaim or revenues they once 
did. Last year's Castlevania: Lords of Shadow 2 had 
grim Metacritic scores across all three platforms: 

58 (PC), 63 (PS3), and 70 (360). 

Metal Gear and Pro Evolution Soccer are the only big 
console properties that Konami currently has in rota- 
tion. Over the past three years, Konami's digital enter- 
tainment division revenue has decreased 30 percent. 
These shrinking returns pale in comparison to Konami's 
gambling, health, and pachinko divisions, and signs 
Point to the company restructuring its business to have 
a lessened investment in the console space. In 2012, 
Konami had six titles listed for global release on con- 
sole and handheld. For this year at the same time, it 
only has Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain listed. 
Pro Evolution Soccer hasn't been announced yet, 
зо we suspect the number will move up to two once 
it does. 

Many Japanese publishers, like Square Enix, 
Capcom, and Sega, have tapped into the mobile 
gaming market to supplant or buttress its console 
business, and Konami is hoping to do the same. “I 
believe that the overall game market will continue to 
grow, with mobile devices as a driving force," Konami 
Digital Entertainment president Hideki Hayakawa said 
in an interview with Nikkei. He envisions key series 
like Metal Gear joining other mobile properties like 
Dragon Collection, a 2010 release that still contributes 
to its earnings. "At the moment, it very much seems 
like Konami aims at further increasing mobile-game 


development to create another hit like that," says 
Serkan Toto, the CEO of consulting agency Kantan 
Games. “It's much cheaper and faster to produce mul- 
tiple high-quality mobile apps and see how the market 
reacts when compared to triple-A video game develop- 
ment. And if Konami does land a hit someday, they 
can make up to a billion dollars per year and more on 
mobile and in Japan alone. This is impossible to do in 
the [console] market.” 

All these developments point to life beyond Kojima. 
The company is cutting costs where it can, and it's 
possible Kojima and the game he envisions are just 
too costly and risky in the current landscape. Metal 
Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots cost Konami around 
$60 million, making it one of the most expensive 
video games at the time. While it's unclear how much 
money Konami has invested in MGS V, Toto estimates 
it's around $80 to 90 million with budgets going up. 
Cutting costs could explain why Snake (voiced by 
Kiefer Sutherland in MGS: V) is now more of a silent 
protagonist. Contracting Norman Reedus to use his 
likeness for РТ. couldn't have been cheap, either. 

Still, Kojima would be a big loss for the company; 
imagining a Metal Gear game without him is hard. “It 
was undoubtedly Kojima who made the MGS games 
what they were: Losing that ‘touch’ and subsequently 
the franchise's unique selling proposition could very 
well mean the end of a revenue stream for Konami,” 
Toto says. "Kojima has always been a great marketer 
and poster boy for Konami, not only in Japan but 
also abroad.” 

“| think Kojima's departure is devastating to the 
console business, similar to Miyamoto hypothetically 
leaving Nintendo,” says Wedbush Securities analyst 
Michael Patcher. “I don't know how Konami will man- 
age the transition.” 

If Konami shifts away from console development 
completely, replacing Kojima wouldn't be an issue. But 
if Konami wants to stay competitive it must find a way 
to make up for his loss. 

As for Kojima, he'll have options if he's done with 
Konami for good. Reports suggest Kojima will leave 
the company following the release of Metal Gear 
Solid V. After that, he could follow the footsteps of 
former Konami compatriot and Castlevania master- 
mind Koji Igarashi and fund a smaller-scale project via 
Kickstarter. Perhaps another major publisher like Sony 
or Bethesda would approach him about joining forces. 
The possibility also exists that Kojima would walk away 
from games and try his hand at filmmaking. 

We have no official confirmation, but the writing is 
on the wall, and we see no way there is a continued 
relationship between Konami and Kojima. The distinct 
possibility exists that this would be just one of several 
moves to put the company on a new course. As Toto 
notes, “Konami in 2016 and onward could be a totally 
new company from what it is right now.” 
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Say hello to the friendly faces of PowerUp Rewards. 


GINGER / MARIETTA, GA 


Whats your favorite 


1 am a huge Zelda fan! | remember the days that you actually had a guide and 
а 1-800 number that you called and you spoke with a live person to get hints! 


Favorite game character? 
Yoshi is sexy. 


When will the zombie apocalypse happen? 
It could happen tomorrow but Daryl Dixon would save us all! 


If you could play co-op with any celebrity, who would it be? 
Snoop Dogg! I'd win because he'd be laid back with his mind on his money 


and his money on his mind! 


What's the best thing about being a member of the GameStop family? 
| honestly have never worked for a company that looks after “family” 


like GameStop. 


WESLEY / MARIETTA, GA 


What's in your console right now? 
Mario Party 10 for Wii U and Kirby Triple Deluxe for my DS. 


What's your gaming setup? 
Nintendo 64, Sega Dreamcast in bags, Game Boy Advance, GameCube, Wii, 
DS, Xbox 360, 3DS & Wii U in my room with a comfortable chair. 


What's the best thing about the PowerUp Rewards program? 
| can buy more games because | get money off (with reward certiicates). 


Have you ever dreamt about gaming before? 
Yes! | dreamt about a new Star Fox title for Wii U! 


If you could play co-op with any celebrity who would it be? 
Reggie Fils-Aime’, The president of Nintendo of America! 
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Meet Nintendo’s 
New Best Friend 


A closer look at DeNA, the company responsible 
for bringing Mario and company to mobile 


16 connect 


by Matt Bertz 


intendo shocked the world and delighted analysts when it announced — 

after years of minimizing the importance of mobile gaming – that it was 

reversing course and turning the reins of its most beloved characters over 
to DeNA for the sake of developing mobile games. So who is this new company 
that is being entrusted to bring Mario, Link, and other Nintendo icons into the 
smart devices space? Here is a handy primer to familiarize yourself. 


What Is DeNA? 

DeNA is a Japanese based gaming company whose 
slogan is “delight and impact the world.” The com- 
pany, which started in 1999, generated nearly $1.8 
billion last year thanks to its game portfolio and its 
Mobage platform, a popular cell phone-gaming por- 
tal in Japan that boasts more than 30 million users. 
The company currently employs 2,000 people. 


What games has it made? 

DeNA is most famous for Kaito Royale, a Japanese 
mobile game so popular it spawned a live-action 
television drama. The company has also found 
success globally with Rage of Bahamut and Blood 
Brothers, both of which topped the U.S. sales 
charts. In recent years, DeNA has designed mobile 
games for several high-profile licenses including 
Star Wars, Marvel, Transformers, G.I. Joe, and 
Final Fantasy. 


What are the particulars of the Nintendo deal? 
The DeNA/Nintendo deal is essentially a business 
alliance where each company is taking a share 

of the other firm. Nintendo now has a 10-percent 
share of DeNA, and the mobile publisher has a 
1.24-percent share in the Big N. 


What does Nintendo gain from this deal? 
Nintendo knows how to create compelling console 
and handheld games, but it has no experience 

in the mobile space. DeNA's more contemporary 
approach leverages metrics data, user acquisition, 
and progressive financial models like free-to-play 
(which Nintendo CEO Satoru Iwata prefers to call 
“free-to-start”). This should help Nintendo find its 
footing in the aggressive mobile marketplaces. 
The duo plans to create new experiences built 
specifically for mobile devices rather than simply 
port well-worn classics. 


Anyone who has played online games on a 
PlayStation or Xbox understands how far behind 
Nintendo is with its service platform. Given DeNA's 
experience developing Mobage, which could be 
thought of as an Xbox Live platform for phones, 
the company should help Nintendo modernize its 
approach and offer universal accounts for players 
across its various consoles and handhelds. 


What does DeNA gain from this deal? 

With the power of Nintendo's beloved brands at its 
disposal, DeNA should bolster its efforts to com- 
pete internationally with the Supercells and Kings 
of the world. If the company unlocks the secret 

to making compelling Mario, Zelda, and Metroid 
games on mobile platforms, it could blow past its 
modest projections of amassing $25 million of rev- 
enue per month from its Nintendo-branded games. 


Does this mean Nintendo is getting out of the 
console or handheld spaces? 

Absolutely not. By jumping into the mobile space, 
Nintendo is embracing a new revenue stream to 
go alongside its handheld and console business. 
The company is still focused on supporting the 
3DS, and with the Wii U still struggling in retail, it 
has turned its gaze to developing a new dedicated 
gaming platform codenamed "NX." Nintendo plans 
to formally reveal this new project in 2016. Ф 
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n the morning of May 7, 2013, Patrice 
Désilets sensed something was differ- 
ent. Like any other Tuesday, the former 
Assassin's Creed steward was walking 
his daughter Alice to school before 
heading to the office to work on his 
new action/adventure game, 1666: 
Amsterdam. Unseasonably dry weath- 
er had left Montreal under extreme fire 
threat, with brush fires tearing through 
parts of the province and city. 

Désilets was no stranger to fire hazards, having survived 
a metaphorical one when his former publisher THQ went 
up in flames the previous January. Ubisoft came to the 
rescue, purchasing Désilets’ project and the studio hous- 
ing his development team for $2.5 million in the bankruptcy 
auction. Many questioned if this new relationship would 
work, considering Désilets left Ubisoft three years prior after 
successfully rebooting the Prince of Persia franchise with 
Sands of Time and directing the creative vision of Assassin's 
Creed, the billion-dollar juggernaut that now serves as the 
crown jewel to the publisher's game lineup. Since the acqui- 
sition, Désilets had continued to chip away at his new proj- 
ect, which he envisioned as the next evolutionary step in the 
action/adventure genre. 

Immediately after walking into his office, Désilets was 
summoned to the seventh floor — the home of the suits and 
ties that handle the studio's business affairs. Dropping his 
bag by his desk, he hopped on the elevator. When the door 
opened, he was greeted by Ubisoft Montreal CEO Yannis 
Mallat and Cédric Orvoine, who had recently been promoted 
to vice president of HR and communication at the studio. 
Seeing the pair there was not uncommon - they typically 
visited the office every couple weeks to oversee the admin- 
istrative transition. 

The meeting was short. Orvoine handed Désilets a piece 
of paper with one concise paragraph informing him that as 
of that moment he was terminated for cause due to his fail- 
ure to deliver an acceptable prototype of 1666, which was 
in violation of his contract. Désilets asked if he could speak 
to his team and gather his things. His request was denied. 
As he was being escorted out of the building by “two burly 
and intimidating” Ubisoft employees, he said, “I'm being 
escorted out of the building like a thief, and I'm not the thief 
here. Somebody is stealing, and it’s not me.” 

Désilets was left standing on the sidewalk empty-handed — 
his project up їп smoke like the brush burning throughout 
the city. His studio, wallet, and keys to his apartment – all 
behind lock and key. After briefly saying goodbyes with 
former co-workers who came down to find out what hap- 
pened, he headed directly to his lawyer to prep for the fight 
of his life. 


by Matt Bertz 


20 


THE UNEXPECTED TRANSITION 


It's a snowy day in March 2015 – nearly two 
years since Désilets was unceremoniously 
relieved of his duties at Ubisoft – but these 
are the waning days of winter. The Montreal 
Canadiens hockey team is surging into the 
playoffs as one of the top teams in the league, 
and excitement is in the air. l'm sitting at a 
sports bar on The Main with Désilets and his 
longtime friend and collaborator Jean-François 
Boivin, who was also dismissed by Ubisoft on 
that fateful day. Like most Montreal residents, 
they are die-hard fans of Les Habitants, 
sharing season tickets for the most deco- 
rated franchise in the NHL and always quick 
to offer a diagnosis of the team’s strengths 
and weaknesses. 

Hockey is one of many shared passions 
that led to Patrice and me crossing the bar- 
rier between journalist and developer. Over 
many years of attending conferences, we 
started moving in the same social circles, and 
eventually developed a friendship beyond 
the professional status quo, sharing stories 
of our upbringings and meeting each other's 
families. But as our paths crossed over the 
past six years, he remained tight-lipped about 
1666, assuring me we would speak when 
it was ready. After the Ubisoft acquisition 
and subsequent fallout, he maintained his 
professional distance, telling me once again 
we would speak when he's ready. This is the 
reason we're sitting across from one another 
in Montreal. 

Just as the Canadiens are prepping for their 
second season - a Stanley Cup playoffs run 
that was eventually derailed by the Tampa Bay 
Lightning — Désilets is eager to jumpstart his 
second attempt at life after Ubisoft. Though 
his quarrel with the French company is far 
from over = he's currently suing for more than 
$300,000 and the rights to his unfinished game 
in a case that could drag on for years - he's 
not waiting for the court decision to dictate 
his future. 

With most triple-A projects taking between 
two and five years to complete, creators 
only have so many games in them before 


their professional careers come to a close. 
Whereas novelists or musicians can output a 
steady stream of work during prolific artistic 
runs – The Beatles released 12 albums during 
a seven-year period – the technical demands 
of game development don't offer the bright 
minds of interactive entertainment that luxury. 
Six years removed from shipping his last 
major game, the widely acclaimed Assassin's 
Creed Il, Désilets lost a critical project in the 
midst of his creative peak. 

Starting from scratch once again, he un- 
derstands the importance of his next move. 
His legacy is on the line, which is why he 
eschewed signing on with another publisher 
and instead started a new independent studio. 
With the creation of Panache Digital Games, 
the fate of Désilets, Boivin, and the rest of the 
team is in their own hands. 

The goal of their new project may sound 
familiar to Assassin's Creed and Prince of 
Persia fans. "In 2004, | was given a mandate 
by Ubisoft: Go out and redefine the action/ 
adventure genre for the next generation of 
platforms," Désilets says. "That's the only 
thing | want to do now." 

This is the seed Panache is planting in 
its first project, Ancestors: The Humankind 
Odyssey, but don’t expect an Assassin's 
Creed clone. To create a game of that scale, 
Ubisoft employs hundreds of developers. 
Given the realities of going independent, 
Panache Digital's approach for reaching this 
lofty bar is changing drastically. Désilets wants 
to keep Panache more agile, necessitating a 
shift in design philosophy from delivering a 30- 
hour game out of the box to offering a smaller, 
episodic experience that still looks and feels 
like a blockbuster title. 

To do so, the team must draw on its wealth 
of expertise developing big games while learn- 
ing to navigate the dangers of going alone. 


FROM PRINCE TO ASSASSIN 


In many ways, Désilets is a child of Ubisoft. 
As one of the first wave of hires when the 
French publisher opened up the Montreal 
studio in 1997, his meteoric rise mimicked 


Patrice Désilets served as the creative director 
for the first two Assassin's Creed games before 
branching off to pursue new opportunities 


the impressive transition the whole studio 
made from small projects to industry-defining 
works. After serving as a design lead on the 
low-profile games Hype: The Time Quest and 
Donald Duck: Goin’ Quackers, he was eventu- 
ally promoted to creative director of Prince of 
Persia: Sands of Time. 

Working alongside original creator Jordan 
Mechner and a host of talented develop- 
ers and producers (including current Ubisoft 
Montreal CEO Yannis Mallat), Désilets helped 
guide the classic franchise's transition from its 
2D platforming roots to a full-blown 3D action/ 
adventure game. The results were stunning, 
setting a new bar for the genre thanks to its 
best-in-class fighting, time-rewind mechanic, 
and movement animations. Sands of Time 
earned a 92 Metacritic rating, re-establishing 
the brand for a run of high-profile sequels, plus 
a film spin-off starring Jake Gyllenhaal. 

Given his success, Ubisoft tasked Désilets 
and an all-star team of developers with 
transitioning Prince of Persia to the Xbox 360 
generation of consoles. Over the course of 
conception, the project evolved in an unex- 
pected direction that left the prince behind. 
The new pitch was a fast-moving parkour 
game with an assassin motif, a new historical 
setting rarely seen in video games, and a sci-fi 
wrapping that chronicled the historical battle 
between two opposing clandestine factions. 

Assassin's Creed debuted to great en- 
thusiasm and strong sales. Ubisoft greenlit 
a sequel immediately, and Désilets' team 
blew the doors off the industry with the next 
game. With Assassin's Creed Il, Désilets 
once again cracked the vaunted 90 threshold 
on Metacritic, and set the momentum for a 
billion-dollar franchise that now spawns yearly 
sequels and has amassed more than 93 million 
lifetime sales. 

As Désilets started conceptualizing the 
next game in the series, Brotherhood, internal 
discussions brought up the idea of placing him 
in new role that would name him the creative. 
director of the overall Assassin's Creed brand. 
Désilets asked for more creative autonomy 
and economic incentive, which Ubisoft reject- 
ed. In May of 2010, he resigned from Ubisoft. 


“I'd been working there 13 years in a row,” 
Désilets says. "Every single morning and night. 
I was there since day one of Ubisoft Montreal, 
when | was 23. When | woke up at 36, | was 
like, ‘Okay I'm not happy.” 

The realization sank in shortly after the 
birth of his second daughter. “Three days 
after Penelope's birth, | was back at work 
doing a blueprint of Brotherhood,” Désilets 
says. “Four months after that | realized | had 
a second daughter | didn’t know at all. It's 
funny, because | stil feel like there is this gap 
between Penelope and |.” 

For a year after his departure, Désilets 
reconnected with his family, traveled around 
the world, and reflected on his next career 
move. Before leaving for vacation, he signed 
on with Creative Artists Agency's Ophir Lupu 
(who now works for United Talent Agency). 
Lupu has built a reputation for getting new 
deals for high-profile talent in the interactive 
entertainment space, having negotiated for 
BioShock creator Ken Levine and Respawn 
Entertainment's Vince Zampella after he and 
fellow Infinity Ward founder Jason West were 
fired from Activision following the release of 
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2. 

Désilets asked him to test the waters and 
see what kind of opportunities would be 
available after his sabbatical. He had only 
a few qualifications that needed to be met 
to consider an offer: He wanted creative 
autonomy over his next project without hav- 
ing to go independent, and he didn't want to 
be an employee in the traditional sense. Lupu 
landed him a sweetheart deal with a publisher 
that appeared to have brighter days ahead. 


When Désilets signed on with THQ in 2011, 
executive vice president Danny Bilson was in 
the process of amassing a slate of new titles 
aimed at transitioning the company from an 
overreliance on licensed children games to a 
stable lineup of franchises the company could 
control. The projects in development at that 
time included Turtle Rock's new asymmetri- 
cal multiplayer game, Evolve; a horror game 
called Insane being developed by Volition in 
collaboration with filmmaker Guillermo Del 
Toro; the Devil's Third, a still-unreleased ac- 
tion game helmed by Ninja Gaiden developer 
Tomonobu Itagaki; and South Park: The 

Stick of Truth, which Obsidian was develop- 
ing alongside television series creators Trey 
Parker and Matt Stone. 

The contract Bilson offered Désilets gave 
him all the incentive in the world to deliver 
a hit game. Should Désilets meet a certain 
sales threshold for any of the three games 
outlined in the deal, he would be given the 
opportunity to negotiate for total control of 
his studio and become fully independent. But 
before he could get his project off the ground 
at the Montreal-based studio, he and THQ hit 
a roadblock. 

After Désilets left Ubisoft, Assassin's Creed 
artistic director Alex Drouin, production man- 
ager Mark Besner, and associate producer 
Jean-Frangois Boivin all resigned from the 
company, citing various reasons like the wish 
to spend more time with family. The depar- 
tures piqued Ubisoft's interest considering 
that all three held Montreal Canadiens season 
tickets with Désilets. 

In July of 2011, a court awarded Ubisoft an 
injunction against THQ claiming the company 


should have to abide by the non-solicit clause 
in Ubisoft contracts, effectively blocking 

THQ from poaching talent. Later that year, 

a Quebec court of appeals overturned the 
decision, saying THQ was not bound by any 
non-competition restrictions. 

With the legal hurdle cleared, THQ Montreal 
began working in earnest on Désilets' new 
creative vision, which he came up with dur- 
ing his sabbatical. While on a vacation in 
Amsterdam, his girlfriend Emily mentioned 
what a wonderful setting the city would be 
for a video game, filled with canals, walking 
paths, and impressive architecture. One of 
the buildings they passed had the number 
1666 engraved in it. 

Désilets decided this would be the perfect 
open-world setting for his next third-person 
action/adventure project. For years, these 
games have been governed primarily by com- 
bat. Désilets wanted 1666 to push beyond 
those boundaries while exploring the role of 
the devil in society. The team began prototyp- 
ing ways to create meaningful and engaging 
gameplay without continually falling back on 
sword fights and fisticuffs. 

Development hit an unexpected snag when 
THO started shuffling internal projects. The 
publisher shifted the Homefront sequel to 
Crytek UK and transitioned the Montreal- 
based staff that was working on the game 
to 1666, which was still in the conception 
phase (when you just need a handful of key 
thinkers). Suddenly, a staff of 40 that was 
intended to work on a first-person shooter 
was expected to form the backbone of a staff 
meant to create an open-world, third-person 
action/adventure game. 

“Conception is looking at mud, and some 
people are not used to that," Désilets says. 
“They're more comfortable at the end when 
the mud is done and they are given Lego 
blocks and told to build. | had a bunch of 
people like that, so they didn't understand. As 
soon as you tell people in the game industry 
it's not about killing people, they're like, ‘What 
are you going to do?’ A lot of other stuff. So 
people were stressing, where | wasn't. | was 
like, ‘Just let me do my дате.” 

Hiring additional high-end talent more 
suited to the project proved difficult when 


When conceptualizing 1666: Amsterdam, Patrice 
Désilets used paintings like Rembrandt's “Night 
Watch” to inspire the game's visual style 


THQ's financial pillars started crumbling. 
Games like uDraw and Red Faction: 
Armageddon were failing, and the titles at 
the center of Bilson’s new creative vision 
were stil far from release, leaving the com- 
pany with nothing to stand on. This turmoil 
weighed heavily on the staff. “I remember 
one morning опе guy came and said, 1 don't 
sleep at night. I'm afraid of losing my job, so 
I'm leaving.” Désilets recalls. 

That employee's sense of dread proved to 
be warranted; THQ filed for bankruptcy in De- 
cember 2012 with the intent of selling all its 
assets to Clearlake Capital Group, essentially 
making THQ a private company. The board 
of directors opted to replace Bilson with 
Naughty Dog founder Jason Rubin to guide 
the transition. 

Morale in the office was low, but THQ 
Montreal continued to chip away at 1666. 
Désilets felt the game was far enough along 
that he put together a demo intended for 
show at E3 2012. Called the Brel E3 Demo 
(named after the famous Belgian singer- 
songwriter Jacques Brel), the teaser gave a 
tour of the open world while Brel’s 1964 song 
"Amsterdam" played. To Désilets, the trailer 
had one big kicker: Despite its polished look, 
it wasn't a CGI video — it was an in-engine 
video of somebody playing the game. 

Désilets says Rubin asked him not to show 
it. “He didn't want me to show it because it 
would create some noise, and people would 
be more excited about 1666 than the game 
that [THQ] needed to ship that year to keep 
the company afloat — which didn't work," 
Désilets says. 

The 1666 team continued to work on the 
game throughout the year as the fate of 
THQ started to look bleak. The company's 
prospects deteriorated as the year went on, 
and the death knell sounded when credi- 
tors balked at the plan to privatize. In early 
2013, a judge ordered THQ to auction off 
its properties. 

“It's a personal belief, but | think THQ went 
under because there was nothing else in the 
future,” Désilets says. “There was no dream 
about THQ. | was a part of the dream and 
never had a chance to show people what we 
were working on.” 
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When the auctions started, rival publish- 
ers had a chance to pick at THQ's carcass 
and bid on worthwhile projects. During this 
process, the potential buyers were invited 

to come in and see 1666 in its current state. 
Electronic Arts, Warner Bros., Clearlake 
Capital, and Ubisoft all scheduled meetings. 
When it came time to meet with his former 
employers, Désilets found himself sitting 
across from familiar faces in Ubisoft Montreal 
CEO Yannis Mallat and chief creative officer 
Serge Hascoet. 

"We spent like two hours in the meeting,” 
Désilets recalls. “We pitched the entire game 
design, the tech, and showed our E3 demo." 
Patrice asked them if they liked it and they 
told him they did. Before they left, Désilets 
remembers telling them “Now it's on your 
side of things," to which they replied "Don't 
worry, we did our homework." 

Ubisoft acquired the shares of THQ 
Montreal for $2.5 million on January 23, 2013. 
The deal gave them control of the studio, the 
employees, and 1666: Amsterdam. The press 
immediately started to wonder if Désilets 
would stick around, considering the history. 
Ubisoft was non-committal. 

's too soon to say for certain [if Désilets is 
returning], but we are very excited about THQ 
Montreal becoming part Ubisoft,” а Ubisoft 
representative told Polygon at the time. “In 
the coming weeks we'll be looking at how to 
offer an organizational structure that provides 
continuity for the creative teams involved.” 

The first Ubisoft employee who reached out 
to Désilets after the acquisition was Hascoet, 
who informed him Mallat wanted to have 


dinner with him. Désilets recalls that dinner 
having an air of happiness regarding their 
reunion, but both sides were curious about 
how they would work together now. Ubisoft 
inherited his contract, which was unique 
compared to those of the other creative 
directors at Ubisoft — and in the industry as 
a whole. Mallat brought up the possibility of 
renegotiating the contract, and Désilets ex- 
pressed his wishes to have his agent handle 
any of these discussions. 

“| always said this to Yannis — ‘We'll have 
four, five, ten, fifteen years ahead of us after 
all this business stuff is done and we can 
work as adults to make amazing games 
together,” Désilets recalls. 

Negotiations continued from the end of this 
meeting through May 7 with no substantial 
progress. In March, Ubisoft introduced a new 
wrinkle in the negotiations when its lawyer 
mentioned the company could terminate 
Désilets for cause thanks to a clause in his 
original THQ contract that required him to 
deliver an “acceptable prototype” of 1666 on 
or before July 30, 2012. This threat seemed 
strange to Désilets considering that deadline 
expired roughly six months before Ubisoft 
acquired the studio. 

As far as Désilets was concerned, that 
prototype was delivered before the July 30 
due date in the form of the Brel E3 Demo 
intended to be shown at E3. “For Assas- 
sin's Creed, at the end of conception | had a 
movie," Désilets says. "At the end of 1666's 
conception, | had a video of someone playing 
in an engine. With everything | know about 
making video games - and | think | know a 
little something about making video games — 
that was an acceptable prototype. THQ never 


mentioned it wasn't. [Ubisoft] waits one year 
after and tells me it's now unacceptable. Why 
buy it in the first place?" 

When evidence started to build that Ubisoft 
wouldn't back down from this threat to 
terminate, Désilets sat down with his lawyers 
for a meeting to discuss how they would pro- 
ceed if this happened. “They said, ‘Are you 
ready?” Désilets remembers. “[А lawsuit] is 
going to be costly and long. Not only on the 
money side of things — psychologically it's 
going to be tough. Are you sure you want to 
do it?’ | took the night, thought about it, had a 
discussion with my girlfriend, who is also the 
mother of my two daughters. | said, ‘How do 
1 want to move forward in my life? Let's forget 
the career part of things. Do | want to be the 
guy who bent over or not?’ That's the issue 
for me. I'm not bending over. Sorry. I'm not 
being bullied; l'm going to fight, and we'll see 
how it goes.” 

As the negotiations unfolded, game devel- 
opment continued. Désilets’ team expected 
an appointment to be scheduled so he could 
put together the materials for a formal kickoff 
meeting with Ubisoft, showing them the cur- 
rent state of 1666. Typically, these meetings 
are held in Paris. For new projects at Ubisoft, 
the creative leads pitch the full game concept 
to the editorial department, a process that 
can sometimes take a day. This type of meet- 
ing never took place. Boivin says he invited 
multiple Ubisoft employees on multiple осса- 
sions to come on the floor and spend a day 
with 1668, and he never received a response. 

“To me it was quite clear that eventually we 
would sit down with members of the team, 
the other leaders, and go through the actual 
game just like the editorial meeting Ubisoft 


Another inspirational painting, Vermeer's "View 
of the Delft” gives you a good idea of what a 17th 
‘century Dutch open world would look like 


‘Longtime friends Patrice Désilets (left) and Jean-Frangois Boivin founded Panache 
adventure genre 


Digital Games to continue their goal 


does with every other game," Désilets says. 
“| remember asking Yannis, ‘Can we have 
a kickoff meeting even though we were a 
little beyond that kickoff-meeting point?" Не 
said, ‘Yeah, [Ubisoft CEO Yves Guillemot] 


Désilets says Guillemot's schedule was 
packed and he had a plane to catch that eve- 
ning, so they only had two hours to show the 
progress they were making with 1666. They 
threw together a summary outlining the story, 
gameplay elements, and art. The presenta- 
tion included the Brel ЕЗ Demo and multiple 
concept videos, culminating with a playable 
version of the game in its current status that 
Mallat played for a couple of minutes. 

Following the demo, Désilets had a brief 
one-on-one with Guillemot. "He told me that 
he wanted to make the game, but it will cost 
allot, so how can I control you?" Désilets 
recalls. “I said, ‘Yves, we have a contract, but 
it's not that difficult. You call me - this is how 
we control now. We talk. I'm reachable, and 
ме can have a discussion together. A month 
after that | was fired.” 

From here things got messy. Ubisoft issued 
a public statement saying Désilets had left the 
studio, to which he fired back his own state- 
ment saying he was terminated by Ubisoft 
without merit and he planned to fight for his 
team and his game. On an earnings call later 
in the year, Guillemot elaborated on Ubisoft's 
decision to part ways, saying “After more than 
two months of discussions with [Désilets], 
we couldn't align our vision both on project 
development and team management, so con- 
sequently our collaboration has ended, and 
we have suspended 1666 for an undisclosed 
period of time.” 

Guillemot further elaborated Ubisoft's posi- 
tion in an interview with GameTrailers. “What's 
very important when you create a game, it 
has to be done with a team, and you have to 
make sure that there's a good balance be- 
tween graphics and gameplay," he said. "We 
couldn't find that in this occasion. So, when 
you put $100 million on a game, you have 
to make sure the end product will really be 
up to the level of quality on all the aspects. | 
thought we would be able to convince Patrice 


of reinventing the action- 


to change his contract so that we could work 
together more closely, and we couldn't make 
it. You know, he was in breach with his game 
because he didn't deliver the milestone that 
he was supposed to bring, and so we tried 
hard to solve the problem so that we could 
see if [it could cure the breach].” 

Some members of the 1666 were integrated 
into the various projects in production at 
Ubisoft Montreal. Others, like J.F. Boivin, were 
let go. “J.F. got fired because he was a good 
friend of mine, basically," Désilets says. “They 
said they don't have any work for him as a 
producer, while on the Ubisoft web page they 
were looking for producers." 

Désilets filed a lawsuit shortly thereafter, 
seeking more than $300,000 in compensa- 
tory damages and the turnaround rights to 
1666: Amsterdam. 


THE FALLOUT 


In the year following this messy split and the 
implosion of his passion project, Désilets 
didn't do much. Not that he had a choice; 
despite being fired, Ubisoft expected him to 
abide by a non-compete clause for another 
year, which limited his career options. He 
spoke at a conference in Barcelona and 
visited Sweden to consult on Mad Max for 
Warner Bros. and Avalanche. But his thoughts 
naturally kept returning to 1666. 

“It was tough," Désilets says. "I put my 
heart and soul for two years on this project. 
| think about what I'm doing and what I'm 
putting out there. 1666 was my game about 
the devil. It was a subject matter | wanted to 
talk about. [After Ubisoft fired me] it was like, 
"Okay what do we do now?’ That's why | want 
it back. That's my subject. l'm not going to 
talk about the devil in a different game. It was 
pretty tough. | would say I'm still coming out 
of it a little bit.” 

Both Désilets and Boivin have essentially 
lived off of savings for good part of the last 18 
months. “It's hard - what can you say?” Boivin 
says. “You have to make adjustments, but | 
think any entrepreneur that's doing a startup in 
something they believe in, money can become 
secondary as long as your family can be fed 
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THE UBISOFT PERSPECTIVE 

There are two sides to every story, and as you might expect, Ubisoft 
paints a very different picture of the reunion gone awry with 
Patrice Désilets. Ubisoft declined an opportunity to be interviewed 
for this article given that the case is still awaiting trial, but it did 
supply this statement: 

“Patrice is an artistic talent, and we're thankful for everything he 
brought to Ubisoft during his time with us. We are a company that 
strives to attract and retain the best talent in the industry, and to 
build teams that develop new and innovative games. That's why 
it was unfortunate we were not able to reach an agreement with 
Patrice to continue working with us two years ago, and why it is 
disappointing that he chose baseless litigation instead of an open 
discussion on how best to develop the 1666 concept into a viable 
game, While we wish Patrice success on his new venture, we are 
fully focused on supporting the teams, including the many people 
who joined Ubisoft from THQ Montreal, who are creating Ubisoft's 
next great games for our players.” 

This statement doesn't serve to counter the allegations Désilets 
levies, but the company’s legal response to the lawsuit gives 
us a clearer picture of its perceived justification for terminating 
his contract. 

While Ubisoft was considering whether or not to bid on THQ 
Montreal during the auction, its representatives had several discus- 
sions with THQ executives. During these talks it found out that 1666 
had encountered multiple delays. According to the court filings, it 
also learned that the project had burned through $10 million of its 
proposed $35 million budget, arguing, “despite the large sums he 
had so far spent, the stage of development was very weak, and he 
had still not delivered a prototype of 1666: Amsterdam.” Désilets 
disputes this figure, saying they spent $7 million at maximum. 

Ubisoft says it still proceeded with the acquisition because 
it wanted to acquire the 170 trained designers at the studio to 
strengthen its workforce and it was "excited by the idea of work- 
ing with the plaintiff again, considering the great success they 
achieved together in the past.” 

To justify its decision to terminate Désilets, Ubisoft outlines the 
milestone-based production methodology widely used through- 
out the industry. They argue that at THQ a game needed to pass 
through three "gates" before it's considered an acceptable proto- 
type, and that despite more than two years of work 1666 never 
reached the second gate. 

То Ubisoft, this is clear ground for dismissal, despite the fact that 
the deadline for Désilets to deliver this prototype had passed six 
months before Ubisoft acquired the game and THQ never pursued 
this course of action. After several months of contract renegotiations 
aimed at reining in the project and mitigating risk, Ubisoft felt justi- 
fied in its decision to enact the acceptable prototype clause in the 
contract to dismiss Désilets. 


Additional reporting for this article was provided by Elise Favis. 


three times a day and your bills are paid. But 
you have to cut a couple of places.” 

| ask Désilets if he ever considered walking 
away from game development altogether, but 
he shakes his head. “For me, making games 
is not a job — it's me,” he says. "It's the art 
that chose me, which I'm good at. | want to 
continue making games and | want to make 
sure video games are getting better and hav- 
ing a better place in our society.” 

When his non-compete clause expired on 
May 8, 2014, Désilets started to feel less. 
radioactive. Getting another contract like his 
THQ deal wasn't likely, but he and Boivin took 
some meetings with publishers and almost 
signed a deal. When nothing seemed like 
the right fit, they explored other options and 
eventually gathered a group of familiar faces 
to form Panache Digital. 
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GOING IT ALONE 


Sitting in Patrice Désilets' sunny Montreal loft, 
which is still serving as Panache's makeshift 
office while they finalize financing and shop 
for studio space, the contrast between this 
grassroots work environment and the bustling 
hive across the city at Ubisoft Montreal's 
headquarters couldn't be more stark. Instead 
of being tucked into a small conference room 
surrounded by hundreds of creators diligently 
chipping away at the latest blockbuster, I'm 
sitting around the dining-room table with J.F. 
Boivin and Panache marketing and manage- 
ment collaborator Jean-François Mailloux. 

1 watch Désilets greet his girlfriend and two 
daughters, who have just returned home 
from school. 

The team hopes this familial vibe won't 
change after they move into their new of- 
fices. After working the long hours that are 
frequently demanded (or self-imposed) at 
the big studios, Désilets says one of the 
goals with Panache is to do a better job of 
protecting the work/life balance so many 
other career fields enjoy but seems ever- 
elusive in game development. The studio 
doesn't want to keep time sheets to make 
staffers feel guilty about going to a dentist 
appointment or leaving work early to pick up 
their kids from school. They are encouraging 
the opposite. 

"For me, it's including my family in our 
adventures,” Boivin says. "I love the idea of 
having my kid and my wife come over on 
a Saturday afternoon and putz around the 
studio and be a part of the experience." 

This is just one of many ways Panache 
wants to distinguish itself from The Way 
Things Were Before. Their goal isn't to grow 
into a publishing empire to rival Ubisoft. 


Instead, they intend to form a small-to- 
midsize team of fewer than 100 experienced 
developers. Chaos is inevitably a part of the 
equation when going indie, and the team is 
okay with that. 

“It's the beauty of being small, and we 
want to keep it like that,” Désilets says. "In 
an organization, chaos is part of the beauty. 
All organizations eventually get scared of 
the chaos and then say, ‘We need order.’ 
That's where HR kicks in and they say, ‘Now 
everyone needs to be in their square, because 
we cannot cope with chaos." | believe that 
good people can cope with chaos. Let's get 
the best people and say ‘In the next six weel 
this is what we expect from you, but this is 
also what you said you could do. So how you 
do it, | don't тіпа," 

This loose structure sounds dangerous in 
a field dominated by aggressive timetables 
where any development setback could send 
a project spiraling out of control. But when a 
team stays small, it has a lot less to wrangle. 
Panache hopes to find this equilibrium. 

When starting an indie studio, outside 
voices will try to convince you that a million 
warring philosophies are the only paths that 
lead to success. The game has to be free-to- 
play, mobile, PC, crowd-funded, or focused 
оп virtual reality. Désilets and Boivin have 
heard all the arguments and considered all 
the options. In the end, they decided not to 
bother trying to predict the future and instead 
do what they know. 

"When | started at Ubisoft in 1997, Google 
didn't exist, Facebook didn't exist, and almost 
nobody was walking around with cell phones,” 
Désilets says. “So what's the future?” 

For Panache, their vision of the future is 
to make smaller games with triple-A quality, 
second-to-second experiences. 


THE NEXT ODYSSEY 


With Panache's first title, Désilets very much 
has his legacy in mind. But he is also keenly 
aware of his newfound limitations. 

“Being creative, being a designer alone is 
not the ideal position to be independent,” 
Désilets admits. “But in my own experience, 
what | have now is what | had at the begin- 
ning of Sands of Time. It’s what | had at the 
beginning of AC 1 or even AC 2. [Conceptu- 
alization] is what do." 

The concept? Ancestors: The Humankind 
Odyssey is an episodic, open-world action/ 
adventure title where the central character 
isn’t one person from a particular time or 
place. Instead, the episodes jump through- 
out history to chronicle the make-or-break 
moments where, in Panache's words, "our 
civilization is one crucial moment between 
extinction...or evolution." 

Panache has more than 20 historical 
instances in mind that would make ripe sce- 
narios for this project — the domestication of 
animals, creating the first tools, the discovery 
of penicillin, and putting a man on the moon, 
among others. Notice one commonality in 
these scenarios that betrays conventional 
game design: the lack of violence. Ancestors 
won't actively avoid wars and genocide of 
years past, but Désilets wants to go beyond 
the bloodshed. That starts with our oldest 
ancestor of all, the caveman. 

“Our ancestors back then weren't that 
violent,” Désilets says. “They weren't fighting 
each other. Cooperation and compassion are 
really part of the reason why we survived... 
There's no evidence of war before the 
invention of agriculture on this planet. That 
doesn't mean they didn't exist, but we've 
never found any evidence of it. There's not a 


lot of human beings on the planet, and once 
you first come across one, your first thought 
is not of killing them. It's like, ‘Holy 
there's somebody else! Let's try to help each 
other to survive because there's not a lot of 
food and there's a lot of beasts out there.” 

These are the types of new experiences 
Panache hopes to deliver with Ancestors. 
But not many players can envision what 
kinds of activities they would be doing with- 
out violence as their primary tool. How do 
you make the mundane meaningful? That's 
the million-dollar question Panache hopes 
to answer. 

“You need to focus on the tech and how 


you can get there," Désilets says. "Even with 
1666, | was wondering how to build more 
believable characters. Once | have that, then 
1 can talk about other subject matter and 
attract other people...But how do you do it as 
an indie developer now? When you have mil- 
lions of dollars, you can put people on it and 
find it. But how do you do it now? We need 
those Lego blocks." 

The biggest Lego block in the puzzle is 
creating what Désilets likes to call their "Tom 
Cruise" — a character versatile enough to be 
a stylish action hero in one instance and de- 
liver an emotional performance while sitting 
in a wheelchair in the next. 
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"We need that character to be able to 
interact with the environment in a way you've 
never seen before in а video game,” Désilets 
says. “Ideally, you have to imagine this char- 
acter, this homonid in a jungle with his tribe, 
and you just interact with the game world and 
you're like, ‘Holy s---.’ That's the goal. You 
could feel and actually sense that this is the 
next step of the third-person evolution. 

“If you look around, we're still playing the 
core mechanics of what Grand Theft Auto and 
Sucker Punch have been doing, but roughly 
it's still the same thing. Where is the next 
step? Just like we had when we saw СТА IV 
and we saw Assassin’s Creed and we said, 
"Holy cow, | didn't know this was possible." 

1 believe that, in video games, technological 
marvels are one of the reasons why we play... 
sometimes we forget it's really important that 
we go, Wow," 

Many episodic games are hitting the market 


A BRIGHTER FUTURE FOR VIDEO GAMES 


Interactive entertainment is already a $75 billion industry, but the 
medium is still largely in its infancy. Millions of people throughout 
the world wouldn't know what to do if you put a game controller in 
their hands, and the power-fantasy-driven content doesn't always 
appeal to them. Patrice Désilets sees this not as a shortcoming, but 
an opportunity. 

"I believe video games are not there yet," he says. "We feel like 
Grand Theft Auto is big. GTA is nothing compared to Titanic, where 
a billion and a half people saw that movie. How come so many 
people watched that movie? Because interactivity can scare off a 
lot of people — but also because of the subject matter. 

“We can't have the same subject matter in movies in video games 
because of the nature of the medium. We ask a lot from the ma- 
chines, and it's tough to portray subtleties with those machines. 
But the subject matter comes from the human condition — that in- 
terests a lot of people. The subtleties cannot be portrayed well in 
games yet, so we're stuck with some subject matter. The goal is to 
someday build the Titanic for games. For that you need characters 
that are not assassins....It's all about trying to come up with subject 
matters that are more than Tm shooting stuff, but I have emotion’ 
that I feel video games are stuck in.” 
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‘Meet Panache Digital Games, from left right: Philippe Debay, Nicolas Cantin, 
Jean-François Boivin, Patrice Désilets, The Chinh Ngo, and Jean-François Mailloux 


in the wake created by Telltale's The Walking 
Dead, but since the vast majority of these are 
story-based experiences, they lack replayabil- 
ity. This gives players several opportunities to 
jump off the bandwagon, something Panache 
hopes to avoid. Its vision? A story-heavy 
game where the player is left in a persistent 
open world after completing the narrative. 

"We're not reinventing any wheels here, 
Désilets says. “It's an episodic, narrative- 
driven game where we leave you there with 
the toy in between episodes." If your goal as 
a caveman is to harness the power of fire, 
once you meet that objective you are left in 
an open world to experiment with that fire, try 
to survive, and pass your knowledge along to 
your progeny. Désilets then gives me a deeper 
glimpse at how he sees this coming together. 

"You'll have the sequence of the amazing, 
huge bush fire that you have to flee with your 
family, and the only way to survive eventu- 
ally is to turn around and use this fire," he. 
says. "You go back to your tribe and build 
a fire, and then it's systemic. After this it's 
your adventure until | come back and say, 
"There's a new adventure for you.’ You could 
call it a mission or a level — we still haven't 
decided what to call it — but each time we 
introduce a new feature that is laid with the 
story of humankind... We're putting a lot of 
Hollywood stuff in, and then we leave you 
with a systemic, persistent open world where 
it becomes Day Z or Minecraft. But instead 
of blocky, it's triple-A quality environments in 
this bubble.” 

Right now Ancestors is envisioned as 
a single-player game, but the episodic 
format gives the studio the latitude to adopt 
multiplayer elements should the scenario 
demand it. To keep the narrative intact, a 
meta-story follows a thread that runs through 
entire experience. The game will likely debut 
on PC, but the team knows if it wants to cre- 
ate a brand they'll need to be on every major 
platform at the end of the day. 


EMBRACING THE ODYSSEY 


Panache is happy with the rough sketch for 
Ancestors, but now comes the hardest part: 
execution. The studio currently employs 


producers and artists, but it's lacking the 
quintessential ingredient that brings all good 
game ideas to life: programmers. 

The game is stil early in conception, but 
before it moves into production, Panache 
will need to enlist a team of coders talented 
enough to make Désilets' vision a reality. 
This is something THQ Montreal was unable 
to achieve with 1666: Amsterdam given the 
uneasiness potential hires had about work- 
ing for a company that seemed destined 
for bankruptcy. 

"That's one of the challenges we have — 
raising enough money to get the good 
people," Boivin says. “We have overarch- 
ing philosophies of how we want to run the 
company and who we want to work with as 
well, and some of the values that we share, 
Patrice and |, one of them includes paying 
people at their just value. That's something 
that’s going to help us get the right people 
in place.” 

In the weeks after | visited Montreal, 
Panache secured enough funding to get the 
project on this trajectory and open its official 
studio. Now it needs to build this ambitious 
idea. The artists are working on the visual bi- 
ble, which they expect to be done soon, and 
once the staff is in place, Panache expects to 
have something ready in 18 months. 

At that point, gamers will finally get to play 
a new game created by Patrice Désilets, 
something no one has been able to say 
since 2009. Désilets has big expectations 
for Ancestors. 

“It's cool to build original stuff, but at the 
end of the day, if you don't sell, what's the 
point?" Désilets says. "You need people 
to come to your show. That's why we have 
a plan." 

Where his career goes from there, we don't 
know. Maybe he wins his lawsuit and resur- 
rects 1666. Maybe Ancestors continues to be 
the centerpiece of his creative output for the 
next several years. Perhaps he rotates to one 
of the more than 15 other ideas for new IP 
the studio has percolating. Whatever the out- 
come, Désilets holds the creative flame in his 
hand, and his actions will dictate how far that 
fire spreads. That's all he ever wanted since 
the moment he originally left Ubisoft. 


Halo Moments 


1 
Beating Legendary With A Friend - Any Halo 

True Halo fans know that you haven't really beaten the game until 
you've confronted the furious enemies of Legendary difficulty. 
While the greatest challenge lies in doing it alone, the camara- 


derie of making it through the crucible with a buddy at your side 
is hard to beat. 


Crash Down, Look Up 
Halo: Combat Evolved 


After an opening level in confining ship corridors, our escape pod crashes 
down. As we look up, the distant ring of the Halo encircles us, and a 
strange alien world awaits. It was the beginning of a new era for the 


Cortana's Sacrifice - Halo 4 


Throughout the series, Cortana has been a constant companion. 
But when Earth's fate is hanging in the balance and Master Chief 
makes the hard call, Cortana does what she has to do to save her 


console FPS genre as a whole. 


longtime counterpart. 


LAN Party - Halo: Combat Evolved 

While the advent of online matchmaking and competitive play is 
amazing, we stil get nostalgic for the days of ad-hoc Halo net- 
works cobbled together with ethernet cable and borrowed TVs. 
The crazy combat, constant shouting, and intense battles helped 
usher in the modern era of competitive gaming. 


You Are The Arbiter - Halo 2 

The Covenant are clear villains as the franchise begins, so its 
thrilling when Halo 2 turns the tables and puts players in control 
of one of the Covenant's most powerful warriors. The Arbiter's 
storyline brings variety and intrigue, and helps flesh out the bad 
guys as more than bullet sponges. 


Killamanjaro! - Any Halo 

Managing a double or triple kill is satisfying, but Halo offers 
rewards for truly superhuman kill streaks. Whether ifs a 
Killamanjaro, a Killpocalypse, or the rare Killionaire, those big 
Victories are immensely satisfying and hilarious. 
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Lone Wolf 

Halo: Reach 

Halo: Reach opens with a full team of Spartans, 
and spends the remainder of the story detailing 
their deaths. With Master Chief ready to take up 
the torch after this prequel, our custom Sparlan's 
last stand makes for a bittersweet end to the 
game, and a suitably courageous conclusion for 
Noble Team. 


Four-Player Co-Op 

Halo 3 

When Halo 3 released, cooperative play was not 
yet an FPS standard, and four-player co-op was 
rare. Charging into battle together with online 
buddies shaped the way many gamers would 
want to experience online first-person shooters 
in the years to come. 


ата 
Flash Flood 


Halo: Combat Evolved 

Just as players begin to believe the deadly 
Covenant are their solitary enemies in this 
world, a surprising new viral threat enters the 
picture. Waves of the Flood's creepy, crawl- 
ing bugs swarm Master Chiefs team and 
transform fallen UNSC soldiers into agile, 
gun-toting undead. 


Dropping the Scarab 

Halo 2 

New Mombasa is under bombardment, and 
as always, Master Chief is in the thick of 
the action. The towering Covenant Scarab is 
powerful enough to devastate the city, but 
after a prolonged fight, we get proof that 
even giant walking tanks are no match for a 
determined Spartan. 
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READY TO PLAY AGAIN 


Ernest Cline prepares to release another game-fueled novel 
interview by Ben Reeves 


n August of 2011, Ernest Cline released his debut novel, Ready Player One, a dystopian sci-fi Reading your books, it sounds like 
epic about a Willy Wonka-esque treasure hunt through a massive virtual-reality MMO. The vo perii gamer as a kid: Do. 
novel burst at the seams with references to '80s pop culture and gaming, rocketing Cline into Growing up | loved any game that made 
the public eye. It also heralded the coming era of virtual reality before the advent of devices like me feel like Luke Skywalker. The first 
arcade game | fell in love with was the 
the Oculus Rift and Project Morpheus. We talked with Cline about his impression of current virtual- sit-down Star Wars game that lets you 
reality machines, his new book Armada, and his experience working with Steven Spielberg on the __ fly in an X Wing and blow up the Death 
Р Я Star. The home equivalent of that for 
upcoming Ready Player One movie. me was this game by Activision called 
Starmaster, which was another first- 
person-in-the-cockpit space shooter. It 
used to be if you took a Polaroid picture 
of yourself standing next to your score 
on and mailed it into Activision they 
would send you back high-score patch- 
es that you could sew onto your jacket. 
1 have all the patches for Starmaster. 
Probably the last game that was really a 
problem for me was Portal 2, because 
| just couldn't stop playing. | also love 
the Half-Life series. l'm one of those 
guys that's going to lose it when they 
finally announce Half-Life 3. 


You originally tried writing screen- 
plays, such as Fanboys. What made 
you switch over to writing books 
about video games? 

My experience with Fanboys taught me 
that | wanted to have more control of 
my characters, and the only way to do 
that without having millions of dollars 
was to write novels. So | wrote Ready 
Player One. | actually chose that story 
because | thought it was something 
that could never be a movie. It was 

so big and sprawling and the licens- 
ing would be a huge pain, so | thought 
you could never do it as a movie and 
get away with it. That made it fun 

to write, because | didn't have any 
budget constraints. 


But now it is going to be a movie, 
and you're doing the first draft 
of the script. Do you feel like you 
= are able to overcome a lot of 
- С those problems? 

amc i. Yeah, but only because it's Steven 

Spielberg. If it had been any other‏ کی“ 
director in the world | would've had a‏ 
harder time getting people to sign off‏ 
on things. But he is such a revered film-‏ 
maker that everybody wants to work‏ 
with him and be involved in his mov-‏ 
ies. That opens a lot of doors. And it's‏ 
Warner Bros., and they just did The‏ 
Lego Movie, which had a lot of licenses,‏ 
so this could be the perfect storm.‏ 


What has it been like working 

with Spielberg? 

| think Steven Spielberg directing Ready 
Player One is going to change the 


ARMADA 


READY PLAYER ONE 
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course of human history, and the fact 
of how fast people adopt virtual reality, 
and how many people who are exposed 
to it and the people who choose to 
work on it. It's really astounding. I'm a 
little freaked out by it. | haven't started 
working with him yet. He just got 
announced, but he's in the middle of 
making The BFG, which is based on 

а novel by Roald Dahl, which is funny 
because Roald Dahl actually wrote 
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, 
which was one of the inspirations for 
Ready Player One, so it's kind of a 
perfect fit. It's hard to believe that the 
guy who helped create Indiana Jones 
is going to do my '80s Indiana Jones 
pop-culture mash-up. Like an idiot, | 
badmouthed Kingdom of the Crystal 
‘Skull in the book never in my life think- 
ing Steven Spielberg would even read 
it, much less one day make a movie 
about it. 


You famously bought a DeLorean 
after the release of Ready Player One. 
Is that your everyday car? 

No, | have a Prius that | drive for my 
everyday car, and it can fit more than 
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two people in it. The DeLorean isn't very 
practical because it doesn't have a lot 
of cargo space, and | have it decked 
out in all kinds of Ghostbusters logos 
and other stuff, so it's kind of like an 
accident-prone zone wherever it goes. 
People are always trying to take pictures 
of it while they're driving, so it's actually 
kind of dangerous. l'm going to take it 
to San Diego Comic-Con, which is my 
ultimate goal because then | might get 
some actual Ghostbusters sitting in it or 
David Hasselhoff or Buckaroo Banzai. 
My goal is to get all these ‘80s icons sit- 
ting in my car. 


You hear stories about how the cell 
phone was inspired by Star Trek's 
communicator, and now some of the 
brightest minds in VR are citing your 
book as an inspiration. What is it like 
to write a piece of fiction that may be 
partially responsible for the rebirth of 
VR tech? 

The guys at Oculus Rift have three 
different conference rooms named 

after virtual worlds. One of them is the 
Metaverse [from Neal Stephenson's 
4992 science-fiction novel Snow Crash], 


one of them is the Matrix, and one of 
them is the Oasis from my novel. So the 
meetings they have about creating vir- 
tual reality take place inside a room from 
the game in my book. It makes me feel 
like Arthur C. Clarke, who wrote about 
satellites before they actually existed. | 
feel like we are just at the tipping point 
of games changing forever, because 
right up until now we've been watching 
everything through a two-dimensional 
screen. But once you put on a virtual- 
reality headset you have a 360-degree 
immersive experience. We are going to 
have to change the way we make mov- 
ies and the way we make games. 


How so? 

Video games are way too addictive 
already, and my prediction is that virtual- 
reality games will become so addictive 
you'll never want to stop playing. 

think people find a way to work inside 
that world. In the same way that we 
have found a way to work inside the 
video game world or to work inside the 
Internet, people will find a way to work 
inside these virtual spaces, spend- 

ing their whole day there. It's scary 
because games like World of Warcraft 
have already been a problem for people, 
and you hear the stories of people in 
Korea dropping dead because they 
played games and didn't take time to 
feed their physical body. The Matrix is 
all about humans becoming enslaved 

to machines, but the way it seems like 

it might go is that we will willingly make 
an exodus en masse to a virtual real- 

ity that's more appealing than the real 
world we live in. It's going to be amazing 
to watch. 


Sounds scary, too. Do you think 
video games have any kind of 
real-world usefulness? 

People all around the world play video 
games as a form of entertainment. | 
think that definitely serves a useful role 
in our modern civilization. It's the simu- 
lation of hunter-gatherer activities. We 
used to be hunter-gatherers, and we're 
still hardwired that way. It's only in the 
past couple thousand years that we've 
evolved to live in cities, work in offices, 
and sit in traffic, but we're still hardwired 
to form teams, collect treasures, and 
kick ass. All that stuff we only get to do 
in video games now. That's why | think 
we play games. You get to exert all of 
this energy you have built up inside. 
Some people do that with sports. We 
like to do that with games. | think games 
help us work out our frustrations and 
anger issues, and also experience inspi- 
rational moments. A lot of games | play 
are these interactive stories, and they 
can be just as inspiring as music or a 
novel — and in some ways they are a 

lot more. 


So is The Last Starfighter one of 
your favorite films? Your new book, 
‘Armada, sounds like it was inspired 
by the film. 

The Last Starfighter is one of my favor- 
ite movies, and everybody mentions it 
when they hear about the book, but the 


thing that actually inspired my book is 
something that really happened. The 
Atari game Battlezone came out in 1980, 
four years before The Last Starfighter. It 
was this really popular tank game that 
Atari put out and it was so realistic and 
immersive and had 3D graphics that 
were unheard of at the time. The U.S. 
Army actually bought it and paid a pro- 
grammer at Atari to rework Battlezone 
into a game called Bradley Trainer in 
order to train U.S. soldiers to operate 
the Bradley fighting vehicle. | think it's 
fascinating that as soon as there were 
computers, they were being used to 
simulate space combat. So Armada 
looks at 1977 as this watershed year. It 
was the year that Star Wars came out. It 
was the year that Space Invaders came 
out. And it was the year that Ender's 
Game debuted as a short story. As soon 
as video games existed it seems like 
the idea of using them as a training tool 
worked their way into popular fiction, 
but it was also happening in reality. 


So what's the basic plot of the book? 
It's hard to pin Armada down to one 
thing. It's about as much The Last 
Starfighter as Ready Player One is 
Willy Wonka. There are similarities, 

but by and large the main idea is that 
Star Wars, Battlestar Galactica, and 
the revival in science fiction that hap- 
pened in the ‘80s was all by design 

as a kind of propaganda. The Last 
Starfighter took elements of Ender's 
Game, Star Wars, and Buck Rogers 
and mashed them all up. But nobody in 
Ender's Game or The Last Starfighter is 
operating drones. And the idea behind 
Armada is that the whole video game 
industry from 1977 on was invented as 
a way to train the people of Earth to 
remotely operate drones to fend off an 
alien invasion using quantum data tele- 
portation technology, which allows for 
lagless control of drones that have been 
sent into space. It's kind of a Heinlein- 
esque "have spacesuit will travel" kind 
of adventure. 


Tee Bestseller] m 
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Gaming = 
Fun x: Profit 


A Pro's Guide To Game Broadcasting 


can be a sport. And now, for many, it's a job. While livestreaming can earn you 

fame and fortune, it's difficult to become a big-name streamer. We've made it a 
little easier for you by turning to some established pros for advice on how to turn your 
game time into a show that people might actually want to watch. by Ben Reeves 


P laying games can be a form of leisure. It can be a way to socialize with friends. It 


Our Pros 


^ N 
Gabriel Ross Matthew Zagursky Matthew Sohinki Futureman Tom Cassell Vikram Barn 
better known as better known as as seen on Gaming better known as better known as 
Warwitch Sevadus Smosh Games Syndicate Vikkstari23 
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Make a schedule and keep it 


ROSS: It's very important to have a schedule. People need 

to know when you'll be on air. You need to make it easy for 
them. It's essential in the early days of a streamer's career that 
you find a schedule and stick to it. Bonus streams with little 
notice are a nice treat for your fans. It's extra content for them 
to enjoy. 


CASSELL: People will come back if you're a consistent 
stream. That's how | managed to change from doing 10,000 
viewers per stream to 60,000 to 80,000 viewers per stream. 
Consistency is key. 


БОНІМКІ: it's kind of like treating new media a little bit like 
old media. There's so much clutter on YouTube that it's nice to 
know that this person uploads a new video at this time, and 
you can always count on that amidst all the other chaos. 


Twitch or YouTube — focus on one 


ZAGURSKY: There is a pretty massive difference between 
pre-recorded content and live broadcasted content. Some 
people are inherently better at chatting with a live audience 
and playing games with the community directly involved on a 
second-by-second basis. Others are more comfortable hav- 
ing the ability to edit their content or completely focus on the 
gameplay itself rather than being distracted by a community 
of live fans. | think the entertainer should focus on whichever 
suits their personality the best. Being a Jack-of-all-trades is 
next to impossible. 


FUTUREMAN: | just do Twitch, but have a YouTube channel 
that | dumped extra videos on or highlights from my Twitch 
stream. YouTube is great and | see a lot of people coming in 
starting on YouTube, and while you should focus on one, you 
can use both. | have a couple videos that get a few hits every 
week and | get a lot of people coming into my stream from 
those YouTube clips. 


Engage your audience 


ZAGURSKY: Interactivity is the cornerstone of my stream. | 
often find myself playing my games with my peripheral vision 
because | look at chat more than the actual game. | treat my 
fans as a community that | am just a member of. My chat is 
constantly having conversations with itself on topics 1 don’t 
even mention, and | love that they feel they can do so. We don't 
always have to be talking about the game; we are a community 
of people who enjoy gaming and have come together in an 
interactive way. 


FUTUREMAN: A lot of people try to name their communi- 
ties, which | think is a good idea. | call my viewers the N.E.R.F. 
Squad, which is a great way to have everybody feel a sense 
of pride and make them feel like they're part of something. | 
know some guys do events where everyone in the community 
just plays games together at the same time while they're in the 
chat, and I've been thinking about doing things like a movie 
night where everybody watches a movie off stream and then 
talks about it on the stream. 


ROSS: It's very easy to be interactive as long as you pay at- 
tention to the chat in your channel. The viewers always have 
interesting things to say. It's easy to strike up a conversation 
with them as you showease your game of choice, and that is 
the magic of Twitch. 


Exaggerate your personality. 
but be real 


SOHINKI: | think people are very perceptive, and they 
know when you're not being yourself. lm not the craziest 
guy when it comes to my personality, but you need to amp 
it up a little bit. There are people watching so you want 
to be a little entertaining, but at the same time don't be 
someone you're not. If you're not that wacky guy, | think 
people will see through you if you're not being genuine. 


CASSELL: | know a lot of people who are characters, 
and they'll get off a stream and be like, "Oh, thank God I 
don't have to be like that anymore.” They're all hyped up 
and energetic, like, super-hyped and as soon as they 
get off, they're like, "Oh, my God, | hate myself.” I've 
seen it and it genuinely shocked me that such popular 
people have kept that up for so long. So, just be you and 
be who you want to be for the future. 


Find your niche 


ЅОНІМКІ: | knew people who were just starting out on 
‘Twitch, who would keep an eye out for popular games that 
were not being streamed. For example, if StarCraft came out, 
they might say, “Oh my gosh, none of the big streamers are 
streaming StarCraft.” And so they'd stream StarCraft. It's a 
good idea to try to find that niche that needs to be filled. On 
YouTube, Pewdiepie built an entire channel by playing weird 
silly games that nobody ever heard of. 


BARN: For the first three or four years of my YouTube 
channel, | focused mainly on Call of Duty. It was the biggest 
game on YouTube at the time. | really grew my audience — 
which I thought were crazy numbers back then – through 
focusing just on [Call of Duty]. 


ZAGURSKY: Think of new and creative ways to engage 
your community, give people a reason to tell their friends 
that you're someone to be watched. Think outside of the. 
box. Much of broadcasting is being a creative person both 
with your community and with the content you produce. Do 
things that have never been done and gauge the reaction 
of your fans. If they liked it, keep doing it! 


If all else fails, get a gimmick 


FUTUREMAN: There are so many streams these days 
that it's hard to get noticed. My stream is very different 
and very weird. | have a story that goes along with it. | 
recommend getting a green screen so you can do differ- 
ent things, like | have a spaceship that | sit in while 1 play. 
My gimmick is that I'm Futureman, a guy who was sent 
back in time to beat games in the present before they 
destroy us in the future. | think these kinds of gimmicks 
encourage people to stick around longer than if they 
were just checking out a normal stream. 


ZAGURSKY: You will find gimmicks all across Twitch 
because they are fun and they work. They're fun for the 
audience and they're great for the broadcaster. Many 
people like to push themselves out of their comfort 
zones, and that can lead to a lot of fun. This is actually 
the reason a lot of people broadcast, to get over things 
like social anxiety and help them be part of a larger com- 
munity, and | think that's awesome. 


Don’t be discouraged 


BARN: The first thing | say to anyone trying to get into YouTube at this point 
is that it's a very saturated market right now. | don't know the exact statis- 
tics, but there are a few hundred game channels made every single day. It's 
not always a game of creating the best content. It takes some sticking to. 


SOHINKI: If you start from zero you shouldn't expect to grow extremely 
quickly. It helps to reach out to bigger people, because a lot of people build 
their channel by collaborating with other streamers. | don't think there's a 
channel that's too big or too small to collaborate with somebody else. You 
can't go into it expecting overnight success. That happens very rarely, and a 
lot of people grind out a lot of hours doing tons and tons of videos before they 
build up a large following. | think if you're consistent and you keep at it and 
content is good you'll make it eventually. 


Have fun! 


BARN: Make sure you are enjoying what you're doing, otherwise you're prob- 
ably going to burn out before you get to a point where you have a big audience. 


ROSS: Always be positive. Don't worry about how many people are in your 
channel, but instead focus on the viewers you do have. Be patient and be 
determined. Live streaming is very hard work, but also tons of fun. 


What Kind Of Gear Do I Need? 


A Streaming Machine: 


A Video Capture Card: 


Dedicated Streaming Software: 


A Microphone: 


Hands-On With Three 
Awesome Indies 


f there's one unqualified triumph to the 

indie renaissance of recent years, it's 

the ever-expanding definition of “game.” 
‘Swedish developer Double Zero One Zero re- 
cently released an alpha version of its censor- 
ship simulator, The Westport Independent, 
and it only took a few minutes of play to 
recognize its singular nature. 

In 1949, you run a small newspaper in the 
city as the Loyalist Party comes into power. 
One of its first moves is to consolidate its 
hold on the media, so you've only got a few 
weeks before The Westport Independent is 
shut down for good. In the meantime, you 
can print whatever you want, so long as you 
accept the consequences. 

Gameplay unfolds on the editor's desk in 
front of you. Articles come in, and you choose 
what lines to cut before sending them out for 
distribution. What story should grace the front 
page? Do you try and sell more copies in the 
rich districts or the poor? What do your em- 
ployees think about your tactics and the wider 
political landscape? 

1 made a point to foment rebellion every step 
of the way. | released word of a spreading 
crime wave, but neglected to mention the 
government's work to arrest criminals. | head- 
lined the president's birthday celebration with 
its inordinate cost. Inevitably, the government 
stepped in to shut me down, but The Westport 
was so popular by that point that the entire 
populace rioted and fell into anarchy. 

The Westport Independent, like the excellent 
Papers, Please, is entertaining in its own right, 
but its broader attempt to force you to think 
outside of the box is what makes it special. 
Expect to anger your own totalitarian regime 
when it releases later this year. 

After spending an hour with Jotun, it's hard 
to avoid comparisons to two of my favorite 
games: Shadow of the Colossus and Journey. 
This third-person action and exploration 
game stars Thora, a Viking warrior who died 
an inglorious death and is denied access to 
Valhalla. To prove herself, she is journeying 
across the realms of Norse mythology and 
bringing down massive beasts. 

| wandered through the winter-themed 


‘The Westport Independent 
РС, Mac, Linux, i08, Android 


region inspired by Niflheim, one of several 
planned game areas for the eventual release. 
The world is desolate and lonely, with a 
panned-back camera that makes your hero- 
ine small and insignificant against a broad 
landscape of ice and snow. In the section | 
played, no minor monsters crept into my path. 
Instead, the environment thrwarted attempts 
to advance, like in one area where a damag- 
ing wind would rise up, and Thora was forced 
to take cover behind a nearby rock or die of 
exposure. Elsewhere, the great Midgard Ser- 
pent floated beneath a shadowy lake, forcing 
me to flee when it burst through the ice. 

The sense of scale is magnified when you 
finally encounter one of Jotun's bosses. 
These towering foes are many times Thora's 
size, and a single hit can decimate your 
health bar. As such, defensive, patient play is 
essential. I'm fascinated by Jotun's unusual 
levels and stark artistic style, and I’m eager to 
see how Thora's adventures spread to other 
regions of Norse mythology when the game 
launches in September. 

Counterplay Games’ successful Kickstarter, 
Duelyst, is now well on its way toward 
completion. | recently humbled myself before 


SEND TO PRINT >> 


several of the game's longtime backers through 
several rounds of combat. The two-player 
competitive game mixes elements of grid- 
based strategy, tabletop miniature play, and 
collectible card games à la Hearthstone. 

Turn-based play bounces back and forth 
between the two players, with each combatant 
choosing cards from their deck to deploy onto 
the grid battlefield. Cards trigger one-time 
effects, buff your faction's leader, or sum- 
mon forth an array of spectacular creatures 
and soldiers. Duelyst boasts over 300 cards. 
to customize your approach to combat, split 
between six distinct factions. Individual units 
are each fun to learn, and the battles are sat- 
isfying. But also really like that a single game 
completes in around 10 minutes, at which 
point you gain some XP and card options, and 
then dive back in. 

Duelyst boasts some impressive support 
for community-centered play. Monthly ranked 
seasonal ladders, a draft format, PvP guilds, 
synchronous and asynchronous play, as well 
as а spectator mode with replay functionality 
are all planned for launch. Be ready to choose 
your army when Counterplay's battler hits later 
this summer. 


Looking for more inde- 
pendent games? Check out 
gameinformer.com/impulse for 
regular updates, previews, 
and reviews. For more in this 
issue, check out our feature on 
Giant Squid's Abzü (p. 56), and 
our previews of Torment: 

Tides of Numenera (p. 74), 
Gigantic (p. 77), Divinity: 
Original Sin - Enhanced 
Edition (p. 83), and Galak-Z: 
The Dimensional (p. 84). We 
also have reviews of Invisible, 
Inc. (p. 94) and Kerbal 

Space Program (p. 94). 
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intuitive. Thankfully, these are two easy things to correct in an expansion. 


; WEE is getting more content via an expansion. Neither publisher Sony nor 
W Ez developer From Software have divulged any details, other than to say 
we'll hear more about the content this year. Hopefully the DLC expands the narrative and makes multiplayer more 


H -the studio behind Lost Planet 3 (shown), Yaiba: Ninja 
Gaiden Z, and Call of Duty: Finest Hour = has ceased 
operations. Our best wishes go out to all the developers 
affected by this unfortunate news. 


Э is suing the BBC for the broadcaster's 
AVIAN upcoming film, Game Changer (starring 
Daniel Radcliffe), which covers the company, Grand Theft Auto's creation, 
and Rockstar’s spat with former attorney Jack Thompson. Rockstar says it 
is suing “to ensure that our trademarks are not misused in the BBC's pursuit 
of an unofficial depiction of purported events related to Rockstar Games. 


^ 


“I don't want 


it to seem 


like a half- 


baked copy 


of my previ- 


ous wor! 


game, Bloodstained: Ritual 
of the Night 
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Heroes Of The Dorm 


achary Mirman and the Cal Berkeley team “Golden Bears” had a stellar 

showing and impressive victory at this year's first ever Heroes of the Dorm 

tournament, with the high-profile final matches showcased on ESPN2. With 
each member of the winning team scoring four years of paid tuition, it's yet another 
big eSports event making waves in the Multiplayer Online Battle Arena ocean. 


What was your first experience 
with video games? 

Game Boy Color was my first 
console, | think | got it the month 
it came out. I've been playing 
Nintendo games forever, basi- 
cally. I've always got my 3DS in 
front of me. | started doing PC 
gaming in high school, when 
League of Legends was just 
coming into beta, and immedi- 
ately got started with it. 


How did you get involved 

in Heroes of the Storm 

and the Heroes of the 

Dorm tournament? 

I've played a lot of Blizzard 
games - I've played Warcraft, 
StarCraft, Diablo... So when | 
saw they were going to release a 
game with all the cool characters 
from all the different games, | 
was like, "Sign me up. | want to 
play as Jaina and beat up Diablo. 
Why not?" So | got into the alpha, 
and | played around one game a 
day. When this tournament got 
announced, it was a big push to 
really start playing a lot. l'm glad 
1 did, as it's a lot of fun — and not 
just in a competitive sense. Even 
solo queue is fun. 


What's your history with 
the MOBA genre and 


competitive gaming? 

I'm pretty high ranked with 
League of Legends, done local 
Hearthstone tournaments. In 
high school | competed in 
national Pokémon TCG 
tournaments, actually. 


How did you get the 
team together? 

‘Two of the players on the team 
are pro Heroes players, and 
there's a lot of competitive 
StarCraft experience in there too. 
Our final pickup actually came 
from posting on the UC Berkeley 
Facebook group — we actually 
found each other through that. 
We did a brief wave of tryouts and 
we were set as a team. We were 
missing a sub, so we had one 
applicant who was a Diamond 
League of Legends player that 
eventually surpassed one of our 
subs and became one of our main 
players. Everyone coming on the 
team already had a lot of experi- 
ence from other games. 


What did practice for the big 
event look like? 

Every night we tried to schedule 
two hours of games to prepare. 
Our default was to play Hero 
League games and discuss the 
game while queuing for the next 


game, but occasionally we'd 
scrim with other pro teams for two 
to three hours of games. The next 
day after one of those practices 
we'd have the first 30 minutes 

of our sessions be discussions 
about those games and watching 
replays, what we did wrong and 
what we did right. We decided 
everyone would have three heroes 
they could play great, and built 
around that. Balancing time was 
definitely difficult with everything 
else involved like school and jobs. 


What are you going to school 
for? What's next? 

Electrical engineering and com- 
puter science, with emphasis on 
computer science... l'm here to 
get a great computer-science 
education; | want to go into the 
game industry immediately after, 
preferably working on awesome 
games that will turn into eSports. 
Professional gaming isn't super 
stable from my understanding, 
and I'd rather have something 
stable. It seems like a great job — 
play games all day, be on stage, 
but there are issues with that. | 
feel like there are better career. 
decisions we can make. | hope 
that whatever | work on lends itself 
to other eSports events; | think 
there's nothing but growth there. 


Zachary "Zero" 
Mirman 


Game Developer/ 
Software Engineer 


GZacharyMirman 


Berkeley, California 


interview by Daniel Ta 


What would you say about 
the competitive nature of 
Heroes of the Storm 
compared to other big 

MOBAs right now? 

I would say mechanically, indi- 
vidual-player-skil- wise, there's 
probably a lot less you need to 
know — with no last hitting, you 
don't need to buy any items, etc. 
There's less you need to know 
about yourself. But team-wise, 
it's another story. Rotations are 
really important in this game, and 
you're punished more for failing 
them, and the hero interactions 
and team play are really interest- 
ing. It's very different than other 
games when drafting — it may 

be mechanically a bit easier, 

but strategy-wise they are just 
different games. 


What's your favorite game? 
1 always try to split it into 
moment-to-moment gameplay 
on this question. | would say 
Magic: The Gathering is prob- 
ably the winner for the best game 
sessions I've ever had, but they 
can also be one-sided. The best 
one all the way through is prob- 
ably Ikaruga. | love the bullet-hell 
genre; I've probably played that 
one a few times a month since it 
came out. ё 


BROKEN AGE 


Broken Age was created in an unusually transparent development environment, thanks 
to its embedded 2 Player Productions documentary crew. That doesn't mean we weren't 
left with a few questions about the game and what happened behind the scenes. We 

caught up with Double Fine’s Tim Schafer to learn more about the game’s two-episode 
format, the involvement of Harmonix’s Alex Rigopolous, and more. by Ben Hanson 


There was debate about split- 
ting the game in half, but the 
dividing line looks so clean 
and obvious now. How much 
was the story changed to 
accommodate for the division? 
The story had this natural break 
right in the middle where the 
whole world gets turned around 
and the story moves in a differ- 
ent direction, and that's actually 
what gave us the idea to split 
the game into two releases. So 
we didn't have to change a thing 
to make it work. 


Is there a reason neither 
character speaks during the 
ending scene of Act I? 

By the end of the game, | felt 
that the player would have pro- 
jected his or her own impression 
of the relationship between Vella 
and Shay onto those characters. 
and 1 didn't want to contradict 
that. Some people see it as a 
romantic relationship, some 
platonic, and some people see it 
as a psychic kinship almost. So 


they just walk up to each other 
and smile, and you can decide 
for yourself what they're thinking. 


How did Alex Rigopolous from 
Harmonix get involved with the 
project? Did you always envi- 
Sion him having such a large 
role in the story? 

Alex was one of our two gen- 
erous "super backers.” They 
backed at a level where they got 
to become a character in the 
game. | thought if | wrote it as 
basically Alex himself, speaking 
in his own voice, he wouldn't 
have to act and he could be 
more than just a cameo. And it 
worked! He did a great job, and 
many people list him as their 
favorite character. The other 
super backer was board game 
publisher Days of Wonder, 

and that's how the conductor 
from Ticket to Ride got onto 
Shay's spaceship. 


Shay's dad said he was busy 
working on the outside of the 


ship, but why did his mom dis- 
guise herself as a computer? 
Wouldn't Shay remember that 
they were people from when 
that family photo was taken? 
She wasn't disguised. She was 
just so busy running the ship, 
she only spoke to Shay through 
the ship's intercom system, the 
fish-eyed lens of her "Control 
Sphere." As he says in Act 2, he 
always knew they were people. 
He just hadn't thought about 
them that way for a long time. 
There's a point in our lives where 
we all realize our parents are 
human beings, you know? 


Are you satisfied with the 
response to the increased 
difficulty of the second act? 
Those wiring puzzles can be a 
real pain. 

I'm happy with the backer’s 
response to the puzzle difficulty 
in Act 2. They wanted them more 
difficult than Act 1 and they got 
it. And I think it made a differ- 
ence. Backers are who you have 


to please, first and foremost. 
And the wiring puzzles aren't 
that difficult if you take notes. | 
really wanted the player to have 
to take notes on paper, like | did 
when navigating mazes in Zork. 


How early was the ending 
locked in? Did you always 
anticipate tying up some 
loose ends with drawings 

in the credits? 

The ending was all planned out, 
as you can see in the docu- 
mentary, well before the first 

act shipped. The drawings were 
inspired by the ending of My 
Neighbor Totoro, and they kept 
us from having to shoehorn a lot 
of wrap up shots into the ending 
cutscene. Instead of every single 
character appearing for a line 

to say they were okay, we just 
added them to the credits as an 
epilogue. It let us really focus on 
Vella and Shay in the ending. Of 
course, some people think the 
two girls in My Neighbor Totoro 
really die in the end, and the 
end credits are just some sort 

of dream or heaven. So maybe 
our ending credits are just a 
spoon's fever dream as he 
melts into a bottomless ravine? 
Maybe? But that's silly. Or is it? 
It is. I'm just kidding. Or am 1? © 
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Staying One Leap Ahead 


Hopeful starship pilots likely already know about Elite: Dangerous, the successful follow-up to influential 
developer David Braben's 1984 classic space flight sim. Braben has remained active in the video game indus- 
try since its big bang in the ‘80s, from his passion-project roots to Frontier Development's successful crowd- 
funding era. Now that the game has been out several months, we check in with this enduring U.K. develop- 
ment leader to discuss his career, Elite: Dangerous, and the importance of planning for the distant tomorrow. 


You've been making games since the 
early ‘80s and Frontier Developments has 
been open for business since 1994, which 
is an impressive achievement in this 
unforgiving industry. What's your secret? 
To be honest, | think it's one of the most 
white-knuckle [industries] of any. What | 
mean by that is, the 33 years or so I've been 
in it, just about every year there's been a 
pretty major change. Whether it’s a change 
to the platforms we're using, the way we're 
getting to customers, how publishers work, 
control systems, and all those sort of things, 
there have been so many changes that when 
you see a game you can place it almost 
exactly in time. That shows how quickly 
things change. So we got into a mindset 
pretty early on іп the ‘80s where we started 
to write for a marketplace that didn't exist. 
You had to always do that. But | think what 
happens is if you say, "Wouldn't it be great 
if we had X today?" If your project takes 

18 months then you're already 18 months 
behind. Because you're not writing for today, 
you're writing for 18 months hence. You've 
got to have a feel for where tech will be 

and even consoles. Marketplace sensibili- 
ties change. There have been quite a lot of 
issues where you get a glut of games in a 
particular genre all at the same time, often 
because they're all triggered by the same 
event 12 or 18 months earlier. They all com- 
pete with each other and they all cannibalize 
each other's sales. So | think, as an indus- 
try, the key (and we're not the only ones 
who've done it) is always be trying to lead 
the market rather than follow it. Because, at 
our heart essentially we're a tech company 
that makes great games, because we use 
our own technology — and that has enabled 
us to do things and push boundaries quite 
hard. We've had launch titles on a lot of. 
platforms and all that sort of thing. 


Fans have said a lot of positive things 
about Elite: Dangerous since it offi- 
cially launched late last year, but some 
people have criticized the amount of 
content available at release. What is 
your reaction? 

it's a [criticism] that people have made, 
and people have made about a lot of other 
games. Elite: Dangerous will never, in my 
opinion, be “content complete.” That's a 
term we use when we essentially shrink 
wrap a disc and never touch it again. That 
was the case a decade ago, and possibly 
still five years ago... The test for me was, 
"Is the game a standalone experience that 


was enjoyable and delivered what we said 
it would?" The answer is "Absolutely, yes." 
But can we add things to it? | don’t think 
the answer to that is ever going to be no. 
There will always be things that we can 

add to it to make it better in different areas. 
It’s been a very open process, and | hope 
it's been good for all the people that've 
been with us. It's certainly been very good 
for us. People have been very collabora- 
tive and helpful. But part of the problem of 
this development process is a lot of those 
people had been playing that game for a 
year [during testing] before it came out. 
From the time of the alpha — December 15, 
2013 - to release - December 15, 2014 — 
they had seen and played it a lot. Some 

of them played it for thousands of hours. 
The point is that they think, "We're expect- 
ing more.” | think they've seen some of the 
"more" and there's more to come in the next 
weeks with Powerplay [a free expansion that 
adds faction-based story elements]. | think 
the key thing is, and it’s the same with the 
shiny silver disc model, there always comes 
a point where you say “All right, that's a 
good game. We'll put it out and not say that 
we can't make it better." People have said 
there are things that we talked about during 
the Kickstarter that weren't in there, but we 
talked about a lot of things that would come 
in future updates. We tried to make it clear 
that things were coming out in time. | hope 
people see that there's been a cadence of 
really good new stuff. 


Frontier is currently developing an Xbox 
One version of Elite: Dangerous. The cur- 
rent version doesn't hold players' hands 
much. Do you have a plan to help ease 
console players in better? 

Yes we do, and I'm aware of that. I'm also 
aware that our current learning curve is 
challenging. Part of how | look at it is half 
the fun of a game is getting good at it. 
There's a little bit too much handholding 
sometimes, though there's a balance to 

be had. In a sense, what we're doing is 
trailblazing in the game, which is a really 
rich way of playing the game. That's not 
necessarily for everybody, because some 
people do want some more handholding. 
Since we've shipped we have added quite. 
a lot. We've added tutorials, videos, and 

all those sorts of things. They do help, and 
to be honest, we probably should've had 
those earlier... The community that had 
been supporting the game was quite good, 
then the newcomers came in and found it 
harder. So we are aware of that, and there 
will be things that we do on Xbox that we 
will bring to PC later. That should make that 
process easier. 


The Kickstarter route seemed to work out 
well for Frontier Developments with the 
Elite: Dangerous campaign in 2013. Would 
you consider crowdfunding a game again? 
It's certainly something we would look at, 

to do it in the right way. We really love roller 
coasters, and that's something we have a 
lot of experience in. If you look at the roller 
coaster-based games we've done over the 
past decades, there have been things we're 
really proud of. We've announced that we're. 
going to do another roller-coaster game, so 
[crowd funding] would be one possibility we 
would consider. 


You're an enthusiastic advocate of virtual 
reality tech and Frontier has experience 
integrating early Oculus Rift support into 
Elite: Dangerous. What do you see as VR's 
iggest hurdles for mainstream success? 
I think there are a lot of barriers, actually. | 
know a lot of new head-mounted display 
technology is coming out. I've seen [Valve 
and HTC's Vive]. The Vive is great. But my 
worry is if we have lots of proliferation of lots 
of headsets that are slightly different, that 
could kill it because it's like, "That's for this 
headset. That's for this headset.” And you 
don’t know which one to buy and you have 
a VHS versus Betamax thing if you're not 
careful, because it's quite an expensive piece 
of kit. It's almost the price of a console. So 
people will have to think about it. 

The other factor is, speaking from a par- 
епі point of view, if it's a kid playing it, kids 
are already quite isolated playing computer 
games anyway. Having a head mounted 
display and headphones on... [laughs]. | 
think that’s something the industry hasn't 
really confronted, mainly because the market 
for the Oculus Rift at the moment is largely 
aimed at adults, so it's not a problem. But | 
think as it spreads out and gets support on 
consoles, that might change so | think we 
need to keep an eye out on that. 

It's interesting that people say some head- 
sets make them feel sick. | actually think 
it's some software as well. [Frontier] as a 
developer, we've probably had the longest 
in-the-market experience of doing a cur- 
rent VR game (Elite: Dangerous]... We know 
things that may make people sick, which 
is very easy. It's very hard not to. But also 
keeping the framerate up, not doing certain 
kinds of smoothing which is one thing that 
makes people sick, is a useful experience. | 
think that knowledge has to be built up. It's 
a bit like some of the early mouse games 
that used the mouse almost like a joystick, 
where the mouse would be all over the table 
because [developers] weren't using it as a 
pointer. I'm guilty of making one of those 
games, as well. ® 


1980 
Braben learns to program 
on an Acorn Atom. A 3D 


demo gets him a job offer, 
which he turns down 
for college 


1981 

After being admitted to 
Jesus College, Cambridge, 
Braben studies physios, 
math, chemistry, and 
materials science 


1984 

Braben releases the sci-fi 
flight game Elite across 
multiple platforms, a 
successful collaboration 
between him and fellow 
programmer Ian Bell 


1987 

Zarch, on the Acorn 
Archimedes, is Braben's 
next title. It was ported. 
(under the name Virus) to 
Atari, Amiga, and PC 


1993 

After five years in 
development, Braben 
releases Frontier: Elite П. 
The game is celebrated 
for its physics and 
impressive scope. 


1994 

Frontier Developments is 
founded. Braben's studio 
becomes one of the most. 
enduring U.K. pillars in 
the industry 


2003 

Frontier releases 
RollerCoaster Tycoon 3, 
a popular entry in the 
theme-park sim series 
that endures thanks 

to a forward-thinking 
graphical engine 


2010 

Optimistic about motion- 
controlled gaming, Braben’s 
studio releases Kinectimals 
оп Xbox 360. It becomes 
one of the most well- 
received Kinect games 


2012 

Braben and other 
co-founders of the 
Raspberry Pi Foundation 
release an open, affordable, 
compact computer to help 
would-be programmers get 
an accessible start 


2015 

The industry leader's 
developmental track record 
and work on Raspberry 

Pi wins him the Pioneer 
Award at the 2015 Game 
Developers Choice Awards 
and a BAFTA fellowship 
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McFarlane 


Halo 5: Guardians 
YUM SERIES 1 


cFarlane Toys has made some of the hottest collectibles on the 
planet for decades, and its first series of Halo 5: Guardians figures 
includes some of the toughest warriors in the universe. In addi- 
tion to Master Chief and Spartan Locke, the lineup features the 
fan-favorite Athlon Spartan armor from the beta. Now, McFarlane 
Toys is announcing three more figures: Blue Team leader 
Frederic-104, speed freak Spartan Kelly, and Fireteam Osiris’ 
precision shooter Spartan Tanaka. Each figure stands approximately six inches tall, 
and has an average of 25 points of articulation. 


$15.99 (Each) | mcfarlanetoysstore.com 


by Ben Reeves 


WM MM GGG 


THE ART OF 
HALO 5: GUARDIANS 


This deluxe art book chronicles the 
development of Halo 5: Guardians. 
Get a deeper look at the evolution 
of the story, vehicles, and charac- 
ters with over 200 pages of con- 
cept art complete with commentary 


1 BOOMco Halo UNSC/ Musterbrand Clothing from developer 343 Industries. 

Covenant Battle Pack Musterbrand specializes in making geeky clothing that won't $24.99 

-L Reenacting Halo's epic firefights is more make you look like a total dork. These Germany-based fash- рман edd 

thrilling when you risk taking a foam dart to the ionistas are about to launch a line of Halo-themed streetwear. You н 

face. Become the Master Chief of the backyard could wear a softshell jacket with details and applications resembling 

with this UNSC M6 Blaster or Covenant Plasma Spartan armor, or carry a heavy-duty top loader bag with water-resis- HALO ESCALATION 

Blaster, Both weapons feature an authentic Halo tant welded seams. With this new wardrobe, people will wonder if you Чез 5 BY m REED 

design and have a firing range of up to 70 feet. San just graduated from SERGIO ARIN( 

Diego Comic-Con attendees can snag a pair of $30-$150 (TBD) | halo.musterbrand.com ^ Spartan boot camp. © After the events of Halo 4, Master 

blasters that come in an exclusive, collectible Halo Chief is told to take a vacation. 
case inspired by in-game Instead, he runs back into battle. 

$30 | boom-co.com UNSC supply crates. But as a dark plot begins brew- 


ing inside the Office of Naval 
Intelligence, the Chief could soon 
be exposed as a traitor. Dark 
Horse's first ongoing Halo series 
helps bridge the gap between 
Halo 4 and 5. 


$19.99 
darkhorse.com 


HALO: LAST LIGHT 
BY TROY DENNING 


As the three-decade Covenant 
War finally reaches a cease-fire, 
the entire human race begins to 
rebuild. Meanwhile, on a remote 
colonized planet named Gao, local 
authorities begin investigating 

a series of brutal murders that 
coincide with the arrival of a UNSC 
research battalion led by one of 
the members of the renowned 
Spartan Blue Team. 


$15.99 
books.simonandschuster.com 


HALO: NIGHTFALL 


Before he was the universe's new- 
est Spartan, Jameson Locke was a 
legendary manhunter tasked with 
investigating terrorist chatter on 
the colony world of Sedra. Alien 
director Ridley Scott’s company, 
Scott Free Productions, helped 
produce this serialized, live-action 
look at Locke's origin story. 


$24.99 
halowaypoint.com 


à 
8 
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пип 

If you work in the industry 
and would like to share your 
opinion, contact executive 
editor Andrew Reiner at 
reiner@gameinformer.com 
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P.T. Is Dead, Long Live P.T. 


Silent Hills is gone, but I hope its ghost haunts future horror games 


by Tim Turi, Senior Associate Editor 


orror fans are masochists. We seek out movies, books, and games 
to frighten us in thrilling new ways. I've been playing horror games 
‘obsessively since 1996's Resident Evil. With each new game, | 
wait until I'm alone, turn off the lights, crank the volume, and gaze 
unblinkingly into whatever new nightmare awaits. In all my years 
playing scary games, nothing has rattled me and stuck with me 
like PT., Konami's “playable teaser" for the recently canceled Silent 
Hills. Fans of Konami's hit-and-miss horror franchise can only won- 
der about the terrors Hideo Kojima (Metal Gear Solid) and director 
Guillermo del Toro's (Pan's Labyrinth) full collaboration could have 
wrought, but | hope other developers will pick P.T.'s corpse and 
implement some of its unique, cryptic design in future titles. 

Last year was harrowing for horror fans, in all the best ways. The Evil Within, Alien: Isolation, and 
PT. were all solid releases by triple-A developers in a genre that had been waning outside the indie 
scene. The Evil Within and Alien: Isolation packed in their share of memorable scares, but those 
games were heralded by months-long marketing campaigns, familiarizing players with their style and 
big moments in advance. By contrast, Konami released РТ. for free on PSN without waming during a 
Gamescom press conference. Soon after, livestreams and Let's Play videos flooded the Internet with 
‘screaming players creeping through the endlessly looping hallway. Players eventually discovered the 
‘enigmatic first-person journey to be a teaser for Silent Hills, which only heightened excitement levels. 
‘Sometimes less is more – a lesson other developers could learn from this situation. Games like РТ. 
and Five Nights at Freddy's owe some of their overnight popularity to their enigmatic nature, leaving 
legions of players to spread the word themselves and preserve some mystery. 

PT. quickly became more than another one of Hideo Kojima's weird publicity stunts, widely cel- 
ebrated (and feared) for its subtlety rather than delivering a series of dramatic setpiece moments 
like other horror games. The Evil Within is wickedly entertaining, but that scripted autopsy jump 
scare will never be as startling the second time around. PT. sows uncertainty into every sec- 
ond, creating a palpable, unyielding sense of unease. Slight changes occur within Р.т. looping, 
repetitive hallway, like a door creaking open, a radio news broadcast taking an ominous turn, or 
а twitching, terrifying female ghost throttling you. Even in my second and third playthroughs, the 
unpredictability kept me on edge right from the start. When it comes to horror, gory surprises are 
no match for unrelenting dread. 

So much of what makes PTT. terrifying is the way it requires players to interact with the world. In 
traditional horror games like Resident Evil or Silent Hill, you're trained to run from or shoot what 
scares you. One of the only ways you can interact with the environment of РТ. is by staring closely 
at it, zooming in on grimy objects or peering into a bathroom only to see a disgusting face appear 
and slam the door shut. You're forced to stare at Kojima Production's carefully rendered home, 
constantly wondering if you'll discover a frightening apparition or cryptic clue. 

Speaking of clues, one of the main reasons PTT. is still on people's minds is due to how much 
of a riddle the entire experience is. Players descend into progressively creepier iterations of the 
hallway by looping through the door at the end, but achieving the true ending is something fans are 


still debating nearly a year later. How can you 
reliably make the baby laugh a second time? 
Which *J" name should you speak into your 
microphone? But most importantly, how are 
players expected to know they're supposed to 
do all of this to begin with? 

As players continue to pick apart P.T., more 
theories about what doomed this family con- 
tinue to pop up. Stories about a father going 
after his family on a murderous rampage are 
nothing new to horror (The Shining, Ju-On), but 
РТ. dangles just enough intriguing questions 
and offers desperately few answers that people 
can't help themselves from digging deeper. 
‘These obscure puzzles, like transposing a mes- 
‘sage from one wall to another, are all connected 
to the grim plot in meaningful ways, unlike 
pushing a battery into a generator in Resident 
Evil or simply finding a key. Communal hypothe- 
sizing is a captivating endeavor, and something 
developers could foster more effectively by 
creating memorable situations without spelling 
ош everything with heavy-handed exposition. 

1 appreciate all these aspects of РТ. but | 
don't expect or want to see developers start 
releasing a bunch of games about spooky 
apartments with looping hallways. It's not that 
simple. There's a certain unidentifiable magic 
happening in PT.'s atmosphere and ambiguous 
puzzles that I'd hate to see a studio clumsily try 
to replicate. The principles, not the specifics, 
are the important parts of crafting a captivating 
horror experience. 

Kojima tried something new and exciting with 
the waning Silent Hill series, and that should 
inspire other leaders in the genre. | have faith PT. 
jangled the nerves of enough developers that 
we'll see its spirit possess future horror titles. © 
ERISA REAR ERENT 
The views and opinions expressed in this column are strictly 
those of the author and not necessarily those of Game Informer 


02 New Releases 
» Ar Nosurge Plus: 
Ode to an Unborn Star (Vita) 


03 He's Back 

Arnold Schwarzenegger reprises his 
iconic role in today's new release, 
Terminator: Genisys. With the help of 
CGI technology, he doesn't look a day 
over 70. He's once again tasked to 
protect and/or kill a bunch of helpless 
people in modern times. Series regu- 
lars like Sarah Connor, John Connor, 
and Liquid Metal Guy also return. 
Make sure you are caught up on all of 
the previous installments so you can 
recognize the minor tweaks to the 
same time-traveling story. 


04 Minecon 

Minecraft fans from across the globe 
are invited to meet up in London for 
wo days to celebrate, play games, 
and discuss all things Minecraft. As 
of this writing, tickets for both days 
are sold out, but make sure you 
check minecon.mojang.com 
frequently for the off chance of 

more tickets becoming available. 


09 San Diego Comic-Con 
This is the place to be if you want to 
see the future of entertainment for 

all things pop culture. Most movie 
companies show off footage of highly 
anticipated films, and game companies 


are joining the fun with sneak peeks, 
panels, and more, This show is held 
in San Diego's Convention Center and 
runs for four days. 


14 New Rel 
> Deception IV: The Nightmare 
Princess (PS4, PS3, Vita) 
> God of War Ш Remastered (PS4) 
» Godzilla (PS4, PS3) 
» Rory Mcllroy PGA Tour 
(PS4, Xbox One) 


15 Civil War Returns 
Marvel Comics' ongoing Secret Wars 
event is dipping into famed stories 
of the past, including Civil War. The 
book pits Captain America against 
Iron Man, and is being adapted for 
the silver screen next year. In this 
new chapter, the war never ended, 
and the heroes are still at each 
other's throats. 


17 Size Doesn't Matter 
Ant-Man is either the most elabo- 
rate prank Hollywood has pulled on 
movie lovers, or the best super-hero 
film ever made. There can be no 
middle ground here. Paul Rudd is a 
great fit for the lighthearted tone of 
this diminutive character, but we're 
still not convinced that Ant-Man can 
hang with the big boys like Iron Man 
and Captain America. Because he is 
very small. 


23 QuakeCon 2015 

One of the best conventions for 
meeting up with gamers for days and 
nights filled with gaming, QuakeCon 
2015 also should have plenty of 
Bethesda-related gaming news this 
year. Last year, Bethesda gave every- 
опе in attendance a sneak peek at 
the next Doom game. That gameplay 
wasn't shown again anywhere. This 
year's show runs for three days and 
is held in the Hilton Anatole in Dallas. 


24 Adam S. 
Video Games 

Following in the tradition of fan- 
tastic video game-themed movies 


idler Vs. 


like Noobz, Gamer, and Stay Alive, 
today's theatrical release of Pixels 
treats its subject matter with dignity 
The nuanced performances of Adam 
Sandler and Kevin James are sure to 
demonstrate why video games are 
viewed as art rather than mindless 
entertainment. Give Pac-Man an 
Oscar already! 


25 Amiga 30th 
Anniversary Event 

The Commodore Amiga Computer hit 
retail shelves on July 23, 1985. Now, 
30 years later, you can learn how 
this historic hardware was created, 
see early prototypes, and talk to the 


visionaries behind it. This two-day 
event is held at the Computer History 
Museum in Mountain View, Calif. 


28 New Releases 
» Lost Dimension (PS3, Vita) 


30 GenCon 

The E3 of tabletop gaming gets 
under way today in Indianapolis. If 
you love fantasy, science-fiction, 
role-playing games, or board games, 
you could hardly find a better 

place to meet up with fellow fans. 
Cosplayers are also out in full force 
at this show. We're going as the 
characters from Pixels! Ф 
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Xbox 


» STYLE 
1-Player Shooter 
(Multiplayer TBA) 
э PUBLISHER 
Studios 


з» DEVELOPER 
343 Industries 


® RELEASE 
October 27 


Nearly three years have passed since 343 Industries 
released Halo 4, its first game in the Halo series 
after taking over for original developer Bungie. 

It was quite a debut. Halo 4 garnered the biggest 
day-one launch sales of any Halo game to date with 
$220 million in total. Later, Microsoft confirmed it 
as the best-selling Microsoft Studios title of all 
time in the United States. Critical reception was 
positive, with a Metacritic score of 
87 calculated from nearly 90 outlets. 
However, the multiplayer population 
dwindled quickly, with traditional 
fans lamenting class loadouts and 
Ordnance drops. 

The studio seemed poised to repeat 
the sales success with the creation 
of Halo: The Master Chief Collection. 
This Xbox One package remastered 
the four numbered Halo campaigns 


the collection’s launch last Novem- 
ber. Technical issues were prevalent 
from the start, especially with online 
matchmaking. Patches and updates 
fixed some problems, but frequently 
created new ones in the process. 
After formal apologies and the promise 
of digital goodies, matchmaking was 
finally stabilized in March and 343 
says it remains committed to stamping 
out the remaining bugs. 

In the midst of these trying times for the sig- 
mature Xbox franchise, a bright spot emerged. The 
Halo 5: Guardians multiplayer beta ran for several 
weeks in late December and early January, show- 
ing a return to equal starts for all players and 
weapon placement on the map. This allowed 343 to 
test new gameplay elements and map layouts, and also 
distanced Halo 5 from the Master Chief Collection's 
problems, proving to fans that the code and dedicat- 
ed servers work in the wild right out of the gate. 

We visited 343 Industries’ offices to play Halo 5: 
Guardians’ tweaked post-beta multiplayer and got 
the world-first hands-on time with Master Chief's 
side of the campaign (the latter of which you won't 
see at ЕЗ). This taste of the second chapter of the 
Reclaimer Saga not only teases a new Reclamation 
for lore fans, but also serves as a chance for 343 
to take back its good name. From what we've seen so 
far, it's on the right track. 
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ANEW DAWN 


After Halo 4 launched in 2012, 343 Industries shuffled its staff around. 
Halo 4 creative director Josh Holmes was promoted to internal studio 
head, and he then recruited Tim Longo to take his place on Halo 5. 
Longo cut his teeth at LucasArts, eventually becoming creative direc- 
tor on Star Wars: Republic Commando. He then spent several years at 
Crystal Dynamics working on the 2013 Tomb Raider reboot and eventu- 
ally returned to LucasArts as creative director on an unannounced Star 
Wars first-person shooter. When Disney bought the company, two years 
of work on what was likely a Republic Commando sequel were trashed 
and Longo brought his sci-fi shooter pedigree to Halo. 

The reconfigured team knew it was developing for the upcoming Xbox 
One. With the added horsepower over the Xbox 360, the developers 
shot for the stars in the conceptual phase. "Halo 5 is probably the most 
ambitious game we've done to date, and when it was originally pitched 
it was even more ambitious," says founder and head of 343 Industries 
Bonnie Ross. "You come in with a huge idea and you mold it down into 
something that | think really works. All of the 
pieces are coming together really nicely. It's 
going to be a very different Halo, but it also 
feels the same." 

This mix of familiar and new pervades every- 

thing we played at the studio. As beta players 
know, multiplayer returns to structural roots of 
the original games, yet adds a new twist with 
Spartan abilities like dashing thrusters and a 
death-from-above ground pound. Campaign 
trades off control of series hero Master Chief 
with new character Spartan Jameson Locke, 
a similar approach to what Bungie did with 
Halo 2's Arbiter. But now solo players are 
always accompanied by an A.. fireteam of 
three that can receive orders or be inhabited 
by drop-in/drop-out co-op friends. The studio 
is also creating a new mode that promises to 
unite everything fans love about Halo. 


THE FALL OF CHIEF 


If you've read the early news about Halo 5, 
you already know that something's not right 
with Master Chief. A live-action trailer shows 
Chief walking through a decimated warzone 
and training a pistol on an injured Locke, while 
an opposing video shows the opposite per- 
spective. Both seem to paint Chief in a sinister 
light with Locke saying in his video, “All hail the 


conquering hero, the one who was supposed to save us all. But now | 
must save us from you." 

The Hunt the Truth radio drama podcast revealed that Chief appeared 
at an embassy in the outer colonies during human and alien peace 
talks and shot up the place, resulting in 19 people killed. He abducted 
a human ambassador and escorted the alien delegation to safety. Later 
the ambassador was found dead. 

This sounds like strange behavior for the Spartan who has saved 
humanity many times over. Maybe the loss of longtime A.l. partner 
Cortana in Halo 4 pushed him over the edge. Maybe someone else is 
impersonating him in similar armor. Whatever the case may be, Chief 
is on the run with a fireteam of his oldest compatriots, the last remain- 
ing active Spartan-Ils: Fred, Linda, and Kelly. Blue Team is considered 
AWOL by the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) and Spartan Locke is 
tasked with recruiting a squad of his own, Fireteam Osiris, and tracking 
them down. Players shift perspectives back and forth from the hunter 
to the hunted, diving deeper into the central mysteries. 

At the start of the game, however, none of this has happened yet. 


X 


Blue Team reunited 
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NEVER ALONE 


Eight months after the events of Halo 4, cataclysmic events are tearing 
apart star systems across the galaxy. Human outer colonies are going 
dark. No one knows what's going on or why it's happening. 343 won't 
go into details, but confirms that the massive Guardians (Forerunner 
constructs shown in the first teaser trailer and on the cover of this issue) 
are tied to these events. “Those events are going to change Halo canon 
in a fundamental way,” explains creative director Tim Longo. "We go 
big with our events and change Master Chief forever. The galaxy will 
never be the same again.” 

As this event unfolds, Chief and Blue Team are still under the 


command of the UNSC. Our gamepla 
begins on the second mission of the 
“Blue Team.” The squad is sent to inv 
secure Argent Moon, an abandoned O 
and development vessel loaded with int 
been missing for two years. 
The cinematic begins as they find the s 
ing in an asteroid field and use their new j 
thrusters to disembark from their ship 
the floating debris. The camera cuts 
‘station and we see the covenant i: 
Blue Team opens fire on a large windo 
closer. The covenant draws their М 
approaching Spartans, but it's too la 
through the glass and land hard oi 
the thrusters to keep their footing 
all sucked out into space. 
After the airlock closes, the ga 
Team searches the quiet facility. 
an experimental stealth class v 
and Kelly wonders what kind o 
performing here. "We don't 
Team banter replaces interacti 
fleshes out the characters and surroundings. 
Playing as Master Chief, | sneak up behind sor 
them out with melee strikes, and head through the 
area. It's crowded with the standard assortment of 
elites, who have gone back to speaking Englis 
"А big part of that is [Jul ‘Mdama, Hand of the 
explains writer Brian Reed. “The covenant as we 
kind of this severe, right wing, and religious cra 
servative of the conservative of the covenant. Si 
to blow up the galaxy, they think Jul's group is 
Halo 5 he is losing that grasp. One of his 
humans’ language.’ Nobody cares anymore, 


All Spartan abilities seen in the multiplayer beta are available in cam- 
paign, so | put them to good use. | take out a few grunts and use the 
thrusters to dash behind cover. | pull the left trigger to bring up Smart- 
Link aiming for precision shots (think high-tech iron sights that now 
work with every gun in the game). When the room is almost clear | pop 
out from behind cover and sprint toward an enemy, taking him out with 


the running charge melee attack. 


Next we continue to the data center. Intel at the console indicates that 
ONI staff was wiped out and most of the facilities have been picked 
over by scavengers. The path to central control isn't far, but it requires 
going through the assembly bay full of covenant. 

After some exploration and smaller skirmishes, we corne to a brightly 
colored wall. "Hostiles below," Chief says. "Charge through the wall and 
catch them off guard." I back up and sprint toward the wall, hitting the 
melee button to smash through. On the other side is nothing but open 
air, and | fall a couple of hundred feet to the battle area below. 

The assembly bay is an enormous corridor with tons of vertical space. 
It's filled with boxes, ledges, and pipes to navigate and do battle in. 
1 find the Hydra rocket launcher (which debuted in the beta) and fire 
tracking shots at the covenant as they jump through the environment 
using their own version of thrusters to get around. 

Some jackals are sniping me from afar, so | use the new fireteam 
orders system to get them to stop. By aiming at a target and hitting up. 
on the d-pad, Chief orders the fireteam to attack that specific enemy. 
Other commands include picking up specific weapons, using turrets, 
and even driving a warthog while you use the turret in the back. If а 
teammate goes down, you can command another to resurrect them. 
A.l. squadmates can bring you back as well, offering a second chance 


when you get overzealous. 


BLUE TEAM 


The last officially active Spartan-IIs, this team goes way back to when they were abducted at six 


years old for the Spartan program. Official bios from 343 are listed below. 


Master Chief Petty 
Officer John-117 


The hero of humanity, respon- 
sible for winning the Covenant 
war. After Cortana's destruction, 
Chief reunited with Blue Team, his 
oldest friends. 

LOADOUT: Assault Rifle/Magnum 


Lieutenant Junior Grade 
Frederic-104 


An expert in strategy and battle- 
field command, Frederic-104 is the 
highest-ranking member of Blue 
Team, but usually defers command 
to the Chief. 

LOADOUT: DMR/Magnum 


In a pipe suspended high in the air | find a DMR. This long-range rifle 
is perfect for picking off targets across the map, but after awhile | get 
closer to the action. I jump off the ledge and trigger the ground pound. 
This Spartan ability has moved to the melee button on the right bumper 
from the awkward right stick crouch click of the beta. Chief hovers in 
the air and a target appears below. No enemies are in range for a slam, 
but | aim behind some cover and Chief soars to that spot, covering 
horizontal and vertical space faster than he ever has before. 


Petty Officer 
Linda-D58 


A highly skilled marksman, 
Linda-058 is the quietest mem- 
ber of Blue Team, but also the 
most observant. 

LOADOUT: Sniper Rifle/Magnum 


Petty Officer 
Ке11у-08? 


Blue Team’s key reconnaissance 
talent, Kelly-087 is quick on her 
feet and with analysis of any given 
combat situation. 

LOADOUT: Shotgun/Magnum 
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1 come to the base of some stairs and 
an elite rains down shots from above. | 
dash away and find some boxes providing 
another way up. Jumping and tapping the 
jump button once again, | initiate the new 
clamber ability, allowing Chief to climb up 
ledges on jumps that are just out of reach. 
Once up on the platform, | flank the elite 
and take him down. 

Once everything is clear, we move on to 
the next area toward central control. | run 
over a metal walkway and a large hunter 
crashes down from the ceiling. The bridge 
cracks beneath me and | go plummeting 
into the dark void below. 

A cutscene shows Master Chief awak- 
ening in a strange, dark cave. "Sierra 117 
to Blue Team. Report,” he tries the radio. 
"Slerra 117, does anyone copy?” He 
starts exploring the area. “John,” a famil- 
iar voice calls. He follows the sound and 
sees a silhouette up on a rock formation. It's unmistakably Cortana. 
“The domain is open,” she warns. “Meridian is next. You only have 
three days. John, the Reclamation is about to begin.” Everything fades 
to black. 

The demo is only the first third of the level, so we're assuming Chief 
awakens from a dream next, but the warning seems strangely spe- 
cific. Could Cortana be alive? “I call that the ghost of Cortana,” says 
Halo franchise development director Frank O'Connor. "Her fate is a 


A team of Spartan-IVs recruited by Locke, Osiris uses cutting edge technology and skill to track 
down Blue Team. Official bios from 343 are listed below. 


obviously very clear at the end of Halo 4. The story is really about, 
"What effect did Cortana's sacrifice have on the Chief?’ So it's not 


about the dreamlike figure that you see. It's more about the memories 
and the long-lasting impact that she's had on him. She has left an 
amazing legacy in the fiction, and we couldn't make a game where we 
didn't at least acknowledge that. There is more to the Chief's story that 
people are going to find in Halo 5 that deals with how he copes with 
loss and how he deals with his memories.” 


Jameson Locke 


Before he was a Spartan, Locke 
was an ONI Acquisitions Special- 
ist — an expert in tracking, 
asset recovery, and elimination of 
high-value targets. 

LOADOUT: Battle Rifle/Magnum 
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Holly Tanaka 


After surviving the glassing of her 
homeworld, Tanaka joined the Army, 
looking for a chance to save others 
from the same fate. 

LOADOUT: DMR/Magnum 


Edward Buck 


Nathan Fillion returns to the role 
of Buck. During his service as an 
ODST, Buck's personnel profile sug- 
gested "if he were any better he'd 
be a Spartan.” 

LOADQUT: Assault Rifle/Magnum 


Olympia Vale 


A child prodigy, Vale's innate 
skill in languages led to a ca- 
reer as а Navy liaison with the 
Sangheili post-war. 

LOADOUT: SMG/Plasma Pistol 


COOPERATIVE EXPLORATION ез. We didn't get to try Locke's campaign, but were provided 
— e of how tracking would work and how many options players 
| then replayed the same campaign level again with two of my a plete a level. 

leagues and a developer. We all controlled a different mi e An earlier stage in the game takes place on a mining colony outpost 


Team. While they share the same Spartan abilities, they eacl ockdown after getting overrun by enemies. Locke can lift 


а specific loadout (Linda, for example, always spawns w 
rifle) and in the final game all of their HUDs will have a un 

Difficulty now scales to the number of players in your grou 
player heroic still feels quite challenging. During larger- 
ме were regularly dying and resurrecting each other, whict 
painful than the standard Halo respawn wait as your buddies 
safe location. 

This time through we received a few hints on alternate routes 
the level. The most notable one involved sneaking through a 
the grunt room and dropping down on another part of the 
a flanking position while the other team members entered 
standard door. 

Halo 5 is full of these alternate paths, and unlike Blue Team, 
and his fireteam have special access to tech that point thest 
This Artemis Tracking System (ATS) also helps with finding clue 


in in a number of ways. The most traditional method is to 


online to fight for you, or you could track 


“There are various options to use 
ities to find these hidden opportuni- 
s. “It gives the player a little bit more 
lo accomplish their role rather than 
hat corridor and finishing the objec- 


y foe to eliminate the threat. You can access terminals and 


JOSEPH STATEN 
RETURNS TO HALO? 
Longtime Bungie veteran Joseph 
Staten is known as one of the key 
architects of the Halo universe. As 
a writer on all of the Bungie Halo 
games and creative director on 
Halo 3: ODST, he knows the series 
inside and out. When Bungie became 
‘independent from Microsoft, he 
stayed with the developer to work 
on Destiny for several years. A 
year and a half ago he returned to 
Microsoft as a senior creative di- 
rector, but fans have been wonder- 
ing if he'll contribute to the Halo 
universe. Recently 343 announced 
that he is writing the novel Halo: 
Shadow of Intent, releasing Decem- 
ber 7. Does this open the door to 
other things? 

le has no official role with 

says franchise development 

director Frank O'Connor. "He's 
working on some stuff over at 
Studios, but it's very different 
and he has a full-time day job. But 
I begged him to do a couple things. 
One was the short story because 
people have been asking for it, and 
the other was a director's con- 
mentary for ODST [ed. — released as 
DLC for Halo: The Master Chief 
Collection). But he is otherwise 
mot going to be working on Halo 
stuff anytime soon unless we can 
convince him otherwise." 


cover 1 5 


/ 


52 


UNITING THE MULTIPLAYER COMMUNITY 


After player numbers dropped off and remained low for Halo 4 
multiplayer, 343 decided to ditch that loadout style and return to a 
more traditional format for Halo fans in Halo 5's Arena mode. But that’s 
not to say this is a simplification. 

“This is the biggest investment that we've made in multiplayer in 
series history,” Holmes says. “We're trying to provide as much variety 
and different ways to play for different play styles, just an immense 
amount of content.” 

The game will launch with over 20 maps, and 343 plans to deliver 
more than 15 downloadable maps by June 2016. The best part? All of 
the maps will be free. 

“As we started on the multiplayer experience for Halo 5, we talked a 
lot about the problem of dividing the player base," Holmes says. “When 
you have paid map packs and content, you divide the player base into 
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two groups: the haves and have-nots. The people that have the map 
pack can play together but the people who don't cannot. That to us is 
a real problem. So we're delivering all the maps to all players free so. 
everybody will be able to play together. That, we feel, is really important 
to having a great multiplayer ecosystem." 


ANEW EMPIRE 


Since the beta, 343 has been tweaking a lot on the Arena multiplayer 
front, and we saw firsthand how those changes are being implemented 
on the Empire map that takes place atop a futuristic skyscraper. 

“It was a really fun map in the beta, really well received. But there are 
some flaws to it that we had to address," says multiplayer designer 
Quinn DelHoyo. One was a large window with two thin vertical cover 
strips. They weren't substantial enough to provide enough cover, and 
it was annoying to try to shoot the guy who is dancing back and forth 

between the two spots. They ultimately decided to remove 
the strips altogether to leave clear shots for all. 

A more dramatic change involves closing off certain entry 
points to the bases on either side of the map. "Basically 
through play testing and beta it just turned into this ring 
around the rosie churn and people were going into the base 
from all these different entry points," DelHoyo says. 

The solution? Turn the front entry stairs into a wall with a 
balcony on top so defenders could perch up there and shoot 
down at rivals. "People on the inside of the base now have a 
better knowledge and understanding where threats will come 
from. We found it really helped the pacing." 

Design director Kevin Franklin wants to get these maps as 
perfect as they can be, and believes the beta was the best 
way to get there, "This may look like a very subtle change, 
but it's something we didn't really realize until we had almost 
1,000 play tests,” he says. “Without a beta you're kind of 
just launching, and then you might not realize these prob- 
lems are flaws in the maps for maybe two or three months 
out. But with the beta we're able to get an insane amount 
of play test feedback and data and jump on these changes 
early so these maps will become as replayable as we can 
make them.” 


383 closed off the stairway entrances to the 

bases in the Empire map (old version shoun 

on the left) in response to beta feedback 
— 


BONNIE ROSS TALKS 
HALO: THE MASTER 
CHIEF COLLECTION 
We spoke to 343 Industries head 
and founder Bonnie Ross about 
the problems with last year’s 
Halo anthology. 


If you could do the Master Chief 
Collection launch all over again, 
what would you change? 

Obviously, we let our fans down, 
and that's not acceptable. Ev- 
erything we do in Halo should be 
a triple-A experience. When we 
set out to do the Master Chief 
Collection, the original pitch 
that we wanted to do was sort of 
а war chest. Ship all four games 
separately. Package them up. And 
the team came up with this idea 
of this universal UI. It is a magi- 
cal experience when you can pull 
it all together and seamlessly 
move across games, but it's also 
very ambitious. 

I think when you look at that 
and being the first time for us 
being on Xbox One. New plat- 
form, new matchmaking. I think 
that actually kind of wrapping 
them all together... It's hard. 

I want the team to push for 
that because I do think that 
it's a magical experience, but I 
think that it definitely created 
huge challenges. 

In hindsight, it would probably 
have been better to ship the four 
games separately. And I think 
that fans would've loved that. We 
wanted to do more. We wanted it 
to be this gift to the fans. 


So breaking the games out of a 
bundle would have helped? 

That would be one thing. I would 
say that probably the biggest 
learning is, especially on a new 
platform, we should have done a 
beta. There is so much we learned 
with the Halo 5 beta. There is 
actually stuff we took from our 
Master Chief Collection — learn- 
ings that we were able to put into 
the beta. Going forward, you will 
never see a Halo game coming out 
without a beta. It was obviously 
painful for our fans and for us. 
But it won't happen again. There 
are things we put in place to make 
sure that we know everything, 

how it stands up outside and in 
the wild. 
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ABRAND NEW MAP 


Our final gameplay session consists of a new underwater base map 
never shown outside of the studio. 343 always has a story behind 
every map that places it in Halo's vast lore. The detail-packed official 
description follows. 
UNSC Fathom is ostensibly a research base deep below the 
waters of the ocean world Beta Gabriel. In truth, the staff of 
the Fathom are treasure hunters. During the Covenant War, a 
team of Spartan Ils dispatched from the UNSC Of Uncommon 
Courage was tasked with infiltrating the Sangheili carrier 
Splendid Intention in an attempt to retrieve the plans for new 
Sangheili weapons so powerful that they would render the 
Covenant's glassing cannons obsolete. Through a series of 
events as classified as they are unknown, the mission did not 
go as planned. Both Of Uncommon Courage and Splendid 
Intention were downed in the southern waters of Beta Gabriel, 
where the ships remain to this day, awaiting rediscovery by the 
crew of the Fathom. 

Fathom is symmetrical, so the creators implemented heavy red and 
blue coloring for easy reference no matter where you are. The ground 
floor central point is a diving station complete with futuristic diving 
suits in lockers on the wall. A power weapon spawn (currently a hydra) 
encourages players to fight for control of this room. If you look out the 


INVESTING IN AUDIO 


Audio director Sotaro Tojima returns 
with his dogged commitment to the most 
realistic sound possible in gaming. His 
sound team took loads of reference 
recording for Halo 4, but for Halo 5 
it wouldn’t suffice to reuse them. “We 
decided to design the whole sound from 
scratch again to update the fidelity 
for the new-generation platform, Xbox 
One,” Tojima says. 

For richer explosion sounds, the team 
recorded all kinds of debris dropped 
from a crane. For better bullet sounds, 
they hid behind a rock, held a mic up, 
and had someone shoot past it from 
1,000 feet away. To capture accurate 
weapon tail, the reflected sound from 
the environment when a gun is fired, 
the team shot off guns in a variety of 
interior and exterior spaces. 

On the music front, Kazuma Jinnouchi 
returns as the sole composer, recording 
music at Abbey Road in London and the 
Rudolfinum in Prague. We heard a few 
tracks in the playable demo and in the 
audio studio, and they sound fresh, yet 
distinctly Halo. “We wanted to bring 
the old Halo theme back,” Jinnouchi 
says. “We had a number of discussions 
about this and one of the pieces that 
we strongly felt like we should bring 
back was the Halo choir, which was very 
subtly implemented in Halo 4, but we 
wanted to bring it back in a more obvi- 
ous way. So we did our own interpreta- 
tion of the piece.’ 
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windows, you'll notice a giant “space whale” and 
"space eel” swimming by. Look up and you'll see 
the surface of the sea with sunlight sparkling in 
the water. 

A submarine is docked with a shotgun spawn 
on top. Currently, if you fall or get pushed into 
the water surrounding it you'll die, creating a risk/ 
reward scenario. Hallways toward the outer edges 
create battle chokepoints as they grant access to 
ramps that lead to the second floor of the central 
area where a sniper rifle power weapon spawn 
is waiting. This open walkway area offers a wide 
view of the map, but also leaves you vulnerable 
to attack from a lot of angles. 

Back on the ground floor, the red and blue 
areas both contain lanes with sightlines fit for 
medium to long-range weapons. A few metal 
boxes prevent you from seeing as far as you 
could otherwise, however. Players who study the 
map thoroughly will notice that if you shoot 
boxes they'll actually lower into the ground for a. 
few seconds, allowing you to target opponents in 
a far off doorway. 

"We wanted to refrain from randam elements 
[in favor] of player-controlled elements,” DelHoyo 
says. "In competitive Arena we wanted to make 
it so that players of all skill levels don't feel like 
they've been screwed out of something because 
of something | did. | placed this event in the map 
and two minutes later they die from it. If they 
die it's because another player outsmarted them. 
That's one of our core goals." 


ace eel creeps by in the ba 
of the Fathom multiplayer map 


You can outsmart opponents in several ways once you know the 
map well enough. What the team call "Batman ledges” jut out from 
some walls, creating a nice snipe point or setting up a ground pound 
оп unsuspecting opponents below. Half-open metal doors allow you 
to run and use the Spartan slide ability to pass underneath for a quick 
escape or a handy shortcut. Look up for clamber points and you'll 
find an open window you can use to get the drop on players in the 
outer hallways. 

Al of these small, hidden tricks are built into every map design and 
meant to reward the persistent players. “Instead of you playing a map 
twice and saying, ‘Eh that map is boring. | figured it out’ we want people 
to find out new stuff like on the 100th time they played it,” DelHoyo 
Says. "I'm curious how long it will take people to find that stuff." 


ONE FINAL MYSTERY 


Арап from Arena multiplayer, 343 teased another multiplayer mode that 
it's keeping behind the curtain for now. 

"We also have a complementary new epic multiplayer experience 
which we're really excited to show off at E3,” Franklin says. "I can't say 
too much about it, but | can tell you it does incorporate all aspects of 
the Halo sandbox for the very first time ever. This was always a dream 
of ours and all of our fans to build something like this. It's been three 
years of long development and an incredible amount of play testing. We 
can't wait to show it off.” 

The mind reels at what this new mode would entail. Fortunately, all 
will be revealed less than a week after this issue releases. Head to 
gameinformer.com on June 15 when Microsoft is scheduled to hold a 
press conference in the morning and a gameplay event in the evening 
featuring Halo 5: Guardians. We'll have a full report on this new mode 
and any other Halo-related news to come out of the show. Ф 


‘Head fo gameinformer.com/alo5 for video interviews with the team and in-depth features on. 
Halo 5: Guardians all month long 


THE WORLD 


BY MATTHEW KATO 


ABZU 


» Platform PlayStation 4 «PC. » Style 1-Player Adventure 
» Publisher 505 Games » Developer Giant Squid » Release 2016 


ankind came from the water, but it is 
not our home. The oceans and seas 
can be dangerous places, evoking a 
deep sense of loneliness even though 
you are never alone there. We can explore under- 
water thanks to artificial means, but these instruments 
can’t mask what we feel when we come into contact with 


the masses of life down below. We connect with them 


because - although evolution has brought us out of the 
water - we know we are essentially the same. 

Abzü explores this connection with the mysterious 
depths and plentiful life within it. One diver transforms 
an undersea world and becomes radically changed 
herself. This metamorphosis brings us back to our own 
beginning in a game that developer Giant Squid was 
formed to create. 
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Giant Squid founder Matt Nava had a forma- 
tive experience in high school scuba diving 
off Anacapa island in California's Channel 
Islands. While exploring a kelp forest with an 
instructor, a sea lion approached, swimming 
rapidly and barking underwater. It swam 
around them, and with a playful boldness, 
came right up to Matt's mask. As they as- 
ended, the sea lion kept circling. When they 
got to the surface it jumped out of the water 
and over them. It was “a genuine connection 
with a wild creature," Nava says, and one that 
laid the groundwork for Abzû. 

This rapport with sea life is at the heart of 
‘Abz0. The game boasts 64,000 fish spanning 
‘species from around the world and across 
different ages in time. They follow their own be- 
havior patterns, react to what's going on around 
them (Including the food chain), and are funda- 
mental to how the player progresses through 
the story. Giant trevally, yellow tang, manta rays, 
sharks, hawksbill sea turtles, crabs, sea urchin, 
orca, marlin, and (of course) giant squid are just 
‘some of the sea life you encounter. 

Playing the demo, the ecosystem І drop 
into is a wonder filled with life. It inspires both 
meditative detachment and an innate desire 
to forge a bond with the animals. Swim- 
ming with them is a form of communication 
that naturally leads to the desire to touch 
them. Pressing a button forms a school 
of nearby fish, or lets you hitch a ride with 
larger animals like sea turtles. Still, it's not an 
automatic, follow-the-leader command. The 
school may dissipate naturally or not even 
form at all, and you must create bonds with 
larger animals before you can do more than 
just ride them. It's not about mastering your 
environment, it's about becoming one with it. 

“Most games where you have a world full 
of animals, the player has really very limited 
interaction with those creatures, and is usually 
limited to, ‘Shoot them with a gun," Nava 
says. “What we wanted to do is capture kind 
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You won't form permanent, one-to-one relationships with 
viduals animals - as much as you might want fo - but you'll 


feel the heartbeat of animals who trust you when you ride them 


of a different interaction with creatures. When 
I'm hiking and | see some animal on the trail, 

I never have this feeling of, ‘Oh man, | wish 

1 had a rifle with me.’ Usually | have this 
moment of awe and respect.” 

Scuba diving may be one of the inspirations 
(and the way the protagonist gets around), 
but that's not what Abz0 is directly about. “It's 
not a scuba-simulation game,” Nava says. 
"No, it's about the sense of wonder and maj- 
esty you get when you are scuba diving." 

Both Nava and Brian Balamut, lead engineer 
at Giant Squid, are certified scuba divers, 
but they are careful not to let its trappings 
interfere with Abzü's gameplay. “Scuba diving 
is not about the instruments,” Nava says, “Not 
about the tech and stuff. It's about freedom 
ої movement and being lost in а new space — 
experiencing this amazing alien world. When 
you scuba dive, you are weightless. It gives. 
you this sense that anything's possible.” 

In the water, I'm struck by how natural it 
feels to move around and how differently 
swimming feels compared to other games. 
You don't need to fight the controls, because 
the game makes no artificial attempts to make 
you float or sink. It doesn't take long to get 
used to, and you are rewarded for simple 
commands with elegant movements that mir- 
ror the ease of the fish themselves. You can 
flow along freely, speed up with a school of 
fish, and stop and float in the water serenely. 
You can also flip through the water on com- 
mand, tumbling with your momentum. 

The easy mechanics of Abzü's swimming 
are useful not only when getting around, but 
also when interacting with fish and the rest 
of the environment. Abzü isn't just about 
enjoying the scenery; as you progress 
through the world, unlocking its secrets can 
Involve solving puzzles. Getting by an area 
might require interacting with the sea life in 
a certain way or swimming and flipping fast 
enough to continue. 
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ABZÜ: AN ORIGIN STORY 


Matt Nava served as the art director at Thatgamecompany 
for Flower and Journey - two lauded titles featuring art style 
аз a fundamental part of the experience. After finishing the 
art book for Journey, Nava left the studio and started focus- 
ing on the creation of Abz0’s main character. 

Unlike his experience in creating Journey's iconic protago- 
nist, that part of Abzü came together relatively quickly. Nava 
then turned his attention to creating a trailer for the title = a 
version of which debuted at ЕЗ in 2014. Meanwhile, the 
Hollywood production company Ink Factory helped him get 
Giant Squid off the ground. 

Nava brought in former Sony Santa Monica director of 
product development Tina Kowaleski to help pitch the game 
to companies, as well as build out the studio's staff. “A lot 
of people loved it,” says Nava, “but they wanted to add a 
harpoon to the game.” Thankfully, 505 Games didn’t have 
such trouble in fundamentally understanding what the game 
was (and wasn't) about. 

Nava thanks Kowaleski for finding many of the talented 
developers at the 10-person studio. Good people are 
hard to find, but Naya is confident that not only are Giant 
Squid's developers some of the best around, but they are a 
good cultural fit. 

Nava put a premium on culture when forming Giant Squid 
due to his previous experience at Thatgamecompany, which 
he says was "awesome," but not without its problems. "Every- 
body was super talented, but it wasn't a great culture fit.” 

One of the things helping the members of Giant Squid 
work well together is the constant influx of ideas from all 
sides, and the agility at which the team responds to chang- 
ing the game accordingly. "I love deleting code,” says Brian 
Balamut, lead engineer. “Deleting code's the only thing more 
fun than writing code.” 

For example, Balamut says that at one point the game 
allowed the character to walk along the sea floor, with the 
flipping control causing you to sink to the bottom to get there. 
It was an expected mechanic, but one the team ultimately 
found wasn’t necessary. Even though it had generated a lot 
of work for the team with tons of animations, Balamut was 
excited about the change, calling it “very liberating.” 

“Game design changes a lot,” says gameplay engineer 
Peter Angstadt. “And then you end up with these vestigial 
pieces that feel important, but then when you really look at 
them [you think,] "Well, actually we've moved past that, зо 
we can just get rid of 

To keep the team nimble and engaged, Nava wants to 
keep Giant Squid relatively small. Getting bigger requires 
more management layers, which could obscure the studio’s 
ultimate goal of “[creating] experiences that are lasting and 
powerful for players,” says Nava. “Really drive the games 
that we make in a direction of artistic integrity. How do you 
make a game that will stand the test of time and be some- 
thing that is meaningful to people?” 
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The protagonist works with motorized 
drones, which are an important part of explo- 
ration and her story. Drones mine material from 
the ocean floors and reefs, sometimes en- 
abling access to new areas, and yet they have 
certain autonomy. She can beckon them with 
а sonar ping to investigate a pool of resources, 
but they also swim off by themselves or scan 
unfamiliar Ме forms. They can be damaged by 


larger animals, but also repaired to a point. 
The protagonist's relationship with the 
drones, as well as everything around her, 
evolves as she progresses. Naturally, the 
drones’ invasive activities are at odds with the 
life around them, bringing into question the 
protagonist's own role in the ecosystem. How 


this is resolved is one of the story's prime arcs. 


The word Abz0, roughly translating into 


“ocean of wisdom" from the Sumerian and 
Akkadian languages, pertains to a Mesopo- 
tamian origin myth. The protagonist draws 
wisdom from interacting with the swirling sea 
life, taking her to unforeseen depths. Nava 
says Abzü is ultimately a hopeful tale. “You 
can reinvent yourself. You can make change. 
You can make mistakes, and then there's the 
possibility to fix that.” 


T 


Drones will follow you when you call them with 
a sonar ping, but they also have a mind of their 
own. Interestingly, they don't like sea turtles 


Playing through the demo, | was intrigued 
by how my actions could transform such a 
beautiful world. Kelp plants rise and sway 

in the current as light filters down from the 
‘surface, and multiple schools of different 
kind of fish go about their business. Nava 
and Balamut tell me that one area has a 
coral reef, which serves as one of many 
congregation points for some of the fish 

as they migrate to different areas. Balamut 
turns on a debug display that shows exactly 
what's going on; more than 2,000 kelp stalks, 
almost a million kelp leaves, the temperature, 
the tide, and countless fish are represented 
in real time. 

Getting caught up in the scenery is easy, 
and | ignore how I'm actually going to get 
out of this area. | revive a few drones 
harvesting a mineral bed on the sea floor. 
This opens up an even larger kelp forest. 

The curiosity of exploring a new area is 
heightened by darker colors and different fish — 
the majesty of a graceful giant manta ray is 
breathtaking. Progressing into the depths 
reveals tight caverns and columns of coral, 
and the mood throughout the demo is altered 
by the excellent soundtrack by acclaimed. 
composer Austin Wintory, who also worked 
with Nava on Thatgamecompany's award- 
winning Journey (see sidebar). 

One of Abzü's challenges is how it balances. 
freeform exploration in such an environment 
with the need to progress the story's dra- 
matic ebb and flow. Like Journey, you cannot 
die, there are no voiceovers or text giving 
direction, and there are no timers to create 


artificial anxiety. The team believes that 
players will be compelled to push the story 
forward without having to sacrifice their 

own desire to explore. “We don't have that 
dissonance between the narrative trying 

to tell you, ‘Go rush to the end,’ and the 
gameplay telling you, ‘Go play the sandbox," 
says Balamut. 

Despite some of the more serene moments, 
the game promises harrowing ones as well. 
Knowing Giant Squid's reverence for animals, 
| ask if the player will ever combat the sea 
life, even in self-defense. Derek Cornish, 
graphics programmer, isn't worried about 
Abzü's lack of an attack button. “I think 
we're perfectly capable of creating a thrilling 
environment that involves danger and sus- 
pense that involves the wildlife and creatures 
around you, without it necessarily meaning 
you have to kill them, or attack them, or fight 
for your life because they're attacking you,” 
he says. 

The demo contains one such moment 
that proves this point. A narrow cavern 
‘opens up into an abyss, noticeably darker 
and with a far less hospitable tone. Since 
starting, I've adapted easily to the environ- 
ment, feeling calm and comfortable. That 
drains away as | swim forward into a stillness 
that, to this point, is unusual. My instincts 
are correct as a large shark darts out of 
the murk and swallows my drone before 
escaping. I'm indifferent to the loss of the 
drone, but I'm reminded how alone | am 
in these waters, still searching through 
the unknown. € 


A WORLD OF SOUND 


Composer Austin Wintory, who received a Grammy nomino- 
tion for the soundtrack to Journey, reunites with Giant Squid 
founder and creative director Matt Nava on Abzô, and his 
work will be more important than ever. With no headsup 
display, text, or spoken audio of any kind, sound occupies an 
important space in the game. 

While I'm playing the game, the soundtrack is responsive. 
to my actions. The moods it evokes change, but the transitions 
between them are inconspicuous. "He's able to make it in a 
way that it will flow from one area to the next pretty well,” 
says Steve Green, sound designer of working with Wintory. 
“My challenge is making them blend together in a way that 
you don't notice it." Interestingly, as fuid as Wintory's work 
is, he starts with drawings that visualize all the music from. 
beginning to end, and goes from there. 

Music isn't the only important use of sound in Abzü. Green 
has created a host of ambient noises, otherworldly effects, 
and animal sounds to amplify the mood. Some of these are 
wholly created simply because the sounds don't exist or our. 
expectation of them may be different than reality. “A lot of 
this life doesn’t make the most noise underwater that we 
perceive," Green says. "So making it make sense in the game 
is the biggest challenge.” 

To make some of these sounds, Green uses a variety of 
objects, combining and tweaking them for his desired effect. 
A broken Speak & Spell, plates, rainforests, cicadas, wrench 
sockets, kittens, a tape rewinder, and people are just some of 
the tools he’s used to create Abz0’s sound palette. 


or four adventures, the collective might of the Skylanders has been enough to thwart Kaos and his world- 
ending antics. With the help of Master Eon, the Skylanders’ ranks have grown in size to include giants that were 
thought long-extinct, warriors wielding powerful Traptanium weapons, and creatures that can shed and attach 
new body parts. In this year's journey, Eon fears the Skylanders won't be enough to stop Kaos from tearing 
Skylands apart. His troops need to cover ground faster, and staying on foot won't get the job done this time. The solution 
seems obvious, but it marks a revolution for this game series: vehicles. 


THE EXPANDING MARKET 


If Las Vegas allowed people to bet on the 
expected lifespan of video games’ "toys-to- 
life” genre, most people likely would have 

lost their money years ago. In an industry that 
buries most peripherals soon after they are 
released, the soaring popularity of video game 
action figures is surprising. 

The question of, “When will this action-figure 
phenomenon burn out like Kinect and motion- 
based gaming did?” should be reformed as 
“ls toys-to-life something we can expect from 
every major publisher moving forward?” 

The idea of most games supporting action 
figures is as terrifying as the thoughts we had 
about downloadable content and free-to-play 
gaming years ago. Given how popular toys- 
to-life games have been, most publishers are 
likely looking at how their functionality fits with 
their stable of games. 

In 2011, Activision experimented with the con- 
cept of collectible action figures, bringing action 
figures to life on the television screen through 
Skylanders: Spyro's Adventure. Now, just four 
short years later, we see Disney, Nintendo, and 
Warner Bros. doing the same thing. 

Market saturation hasn't affected the suc- 
cess of any toys-to-life title. Activision has 
turned Skylanders into an annualized event, 
with each new installment flying off shelves 
and leading the charge for a merchandising 
‘empire that spans stuffed animals, clothing, 
sleeping bags, potato chips, and practically 
any product a child would want. 

Disney's Infinity game, which merges Marvel 
Comics with Star Wars and Mickey Mouse 
with Frozen, is equally popular, giving gamers 
a “toy box" to build their own adventures in, 
and plenty of cool new action figures to line 
their shelves with. 

Nintendo's entry into the toys-to-life genre 
is the most interesting and worrisome, as the 
action figures don't work with just one game, 
but most that Nintendo publishes. The prob- 
lem: Nintendo hasn't been able to keep up. 
with consumer demand, making most figures 
scarce to the point that they are selling in sec- 
ondhand markets for 5 to 10 times the original 
asking price. 

Warner Bros.' upcoming Lego Dimensions 
game latches onto the brand's buildable func- 
tionality, allowing players to assemble their 
‘own characters, vehicles, and portal prior to 
warping them into the game. The big question 
is: How will Dimensions affect the future of 
Traveller Tales’ long-running Lego games? Will 
those games continue on as they have for over 
а decade, ог will Dimensions’ action figure- 
based component be incorporated into them? 


The toys-to-life concept has proven to be 
successful - more than even the publishers 
and developers of these games anticipated — 
but there's only so much space on store 
shelves and consumers only have so much 
money. Although each title mentioned offers a 
different experience, the games need strong 
hooks to pull consumers back. With each new 
installment released in these toy-to-life games, 
we see the developers experimenting with new 
concepts. Activision introduced collectible 
crystal trinkets in last year's Trap Team, Disney 
is no longer offering blind packs for Infinity's 
upgrade discs, and Nintendo is even diving 
into the realm of trading cards for Amiibos. 
"The big challenge has been to innovate every 
year," says John Coyne, senior vice president of 
Activision's consumer marketing for Skylanders. 
"That's what we see as being the success to 
maintaining and building the momentum of the 
franchise. That's what gets kids excited.” 
In this fall's release, Skylanders: 
SuperChargers, we once again see Activision 
looking beyond Skylands' colorful personali- 
ties for new gameplay possibilities. The big 
twist or “innovation” is playable vehicles, 
allowing all 300-plus of the supported charac- 
ters to burn rubber in cars, take to the skies 
in airplanes, and dive deep beneath a river's 
surface in submarines. 


АП 20 new characters are paired 
with a signature vehicle 


Every character, even if they're winged or 
quadrupedal, can control any vehicle. Even 
the Giants, who are twice the size of normal 
Skylanders, can squeeze behind a steering 
wheel or cram into a sub. 

Activision is going all-in on the vehicles — so. 
much so that to accommodate the new rides, 
the roster of new characters has been cut in 
half. Breaking from the Skylanders tradition of 
offering more than 30 new playable characters 
in each installment, SuperChargers' action- 
figure stable consists of just 20 characters 
(some new and some returning from previous 
games). These characters are paired with 20 
vehicles that speak to who they are. 

Skylanders: SuperChargers is a gamble for 
Activision and developer Vicarious Visions, the 
studio behind Skylanders: Swap Force. The 
vehicular play is the biggest deviation yet for 
the series, a shift so large that it can no longer 
just be called an action game — it is now a 
hybrid of the action, racing, and flight genres. 

Do these gameplay additions meld well with 
Skylanders’ tried-and-true formula? Activision 
gave us an early look at SuperChargers to 
see how all of the new vehicle types are sewn 
into the experience. Within just minutes of 
play, we saw that this is still Skylanders at 
heart, but the vehicles are used in ways that 
we didn't expect. 


» PLATFORM 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One • Wii U 
PlayStation 3 
Xbox 360 * Wii 
SDS + iOS 


» STYLE 
1 or 2-Player Action 


» PUBLISHER 


Activision 


» DEVELOPER 
Vicarious Visions/ 
Beenox (Wii, 305) 


» RELEASE 
September 20 
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KAUS" 
LATEST 
SCHEME 


When we last saw 
Kaos, he was forced 
to work with the 
Skylanders — his 
‘sworn enemies — 
to defeat a new foe 
trying to take over 
Skylands. With that 
episode of his life 
behind him, Kaos 
once again hates 
the Skylanders 
and wants to rule 
the world. Despite 
failing epically in 
all of his attempts, 
he truly believes he 
has a shot this time. 
His new weapon, 
the Doomstation 
of Ultimate Doom- 
struction, is said 

to be his most 
sinister device 

yet. It doesn't rain 
down death and 
destruction like his 
previous machines 
did; it eats the 

sky. Kaos’ bid for 
power unfolds 
across over 40 min- 
utes of cinematics, 
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MAINTAINING THE MAGIC 


Before the demo begins, | am handed one 
of the new vehicles, a souped-up car named 
Hot Streak with translucent blue wheels, 

a sleek body, and a grill that looks like a 
furnace grate. The car is smaller than | imag- 
ined it would be – not nearly large enough to 
comfortably seat any Skylanders figures — 
but it's equipped with spinning wheels. | put 
them to the test on the floor, rolling the car 
toward Coyne. 

"One of the things that | think is powerful 
about Skylanders is the action figures are full 
of magic," he says. "Kids look at them and 
wonder what they will do in the game. Like, 
"How is this Skylander going to move through 
the world? What are his powers going to be?’ 
| think that's incredibly meaningful, especially 
when you don't know who these characters 
are. That's something that we want to do 
with the vehicles. We want that same sense 
of wonder and excitement to be present 
in all of them. We want the kids to look at 
them and say, 'That's not like any vehicle 
I've seen before.” 

I'm then shown that the vehicle has an 
owner, a new fire-elemental character named 
Spitfire. Coyne holds up Hot Streak and 
Spitfire together to show that the vehicle’s 
design closely mimics the colors and angles 
of the character. Every vehicle in the game is 
modeled to look just like the character. 

Both toys are placed on a new Portal of 
Power, the fourth iteration in the series, 
featuring a slightly larger play surface to 
accommodate the length and width of some 
of the vehicles. Guha Bala, the president of 
Vicarious Visions, says they tried the older 
portals, but found they didn’t offer enough 
space. "On the Spyro's Adventure portal it 
was just a little too crowded,” he says. “When 
you put two characters, a vehicle, and maybe 
a magic item on there, you run into some 
issues. The new portal offers more comfort 
for figure placement." 

The new portal also comes with a slot 
for Traps, but they will not light up, and the 


Hurricane Jet-Vac is a new interpretation. 
of the original Skylanders character 


speaker, which allowed the figures impris- 
oned within the Traps to talk, has been 
removed. "We support the traps in a different 
way,” Bala clarifies. "This game isn't about 
trapping. You won't be able to capture a vil- 
lain. The Traps themselves give you special 
ammo, and unlocks a Skystone of that spe- 
cific villain." Yes, that means the Skystone 
minigame is back. 

The new portal is not required if you want 
to play SuperChargers. Activision is offering a 
digital version on all systems. “We wanted to 


offer backward compatibility with the portals 
for an obvious and important reason - out of 
respect to our customers – which allows them 
to get into the game at a lower price point 
without having to buy the full set,” Bala says. 

People who download SuperChargers don't 
necessarily need a portal or any figures, as 
the digital game comes with "Instant" ver- 
sions of Spitfire and Hot Streak. As any 
Skylander fan will tell you, however, the odds 
of finishing the game with just one character 
are not in your favor. 


Stealth Elf has alto been redesigned, 
and wields a rail gun. 


VEHICLE INTEGRATION 


Spitfire and Hot Streak are removed from 
the portal and replaced with a new character 
named Stormblade, a walking and talking 

bird that looks like she may be from the same 
genus as Howard the Duck. She's geared up 
for war, with a helmet on her head and his 
wing's feathers sharpened like daggers. 

The screen lights up, and Stormblade is 
transported through the portal to the third 
level in the game: the Cloud Kingdom. As the 
name implies, Stormblade is almost suffocated 
by clouds; they roll by in the distance and 
even cover the ground, giving this level a 
fog-of-war-like effect usually seen in real-time 
strategy games. 

The brief glimpses of the kingdom that we 
see peeking between the clouds is rich in qual- 
ity, filled with intricately chiseled pillars, artfully 
sculpted foliage, and bronze shined to perfec- 
tion. The atmosphere is bright and inviting, but 
this isn’t a safe place to roam. 

Before Stormblade can embark into the 
thick haze, she's tasked by a Cloud Kingdom 
denizen to find an item called the Thunderous 
Bolt. The people of the kingdom are now under 
the watch of Lord Stratosfear, a purple-faced 
general garbed in shiny armor and a Roman- 
esque helmet. “Foolish lowlanders,” he barks 
in a mocking tone. "Only Kaos can preserve 
the Cloud Kingdom, and, you know, he also 
granted me that loving villa overlooking the 
valloy...but if you wish so badly for the power 
of the Thunderous Bolt, then come and take it!” 

From here, the action unfolds just like 
any other Skylanders title, with Stormblade 
smashing boxes for money and battling villains 


themed to the stage, such as foul Cloud Biters, 
who devour clouds to become stronger. The 
more they eat, the bigger and more menacing 
they become. 

The familiar voice of Flynn (Patrick Warburton) 
warn Stormblade to watch out for bad-guy 
ambushes in the fog. Cali (Sumalee Montano) 
suggests Stormblade find safe passage by 
clearing out the clouds. 

Although characters can walk through the 
clouds, it's a death sentence. The best option 
is to locate storm horns that will blow the 
clouds away with a loud blast. 

With the enemies fully exposed, Stormblade 
unleashes a barrage of attacks, such as the 
feathers she can rapidly shoot like a gun, 
and a rising spin attack. The path she 
navigates is filled with familiar Skylanders 
challenges, like laser-aiming puzzles and lock- 
picking minigames. 

After dispatching several waves of enemies, 
Stormblade reaches the level's first vehicle 
section. "We're looking to have a 50-50 split 
between on-foot and vehicles,” says David 
Nathanielsz, senior executive producer of 
Vicarious Visions. This vehicle sequence is 
а part of the critical path. The player cannot 
proceed until a land-based vehicle is placed 
on the portal. 

Nathanielsz selects Hot Streak from the pile 
of toys next to him, and Stormblade gleefully 
jumps inside of it, revving the engine as it sits 
on a platform. With a press of a button, Hot 
Streak roars forward onto a linear paved gully 
that he navigates by boosting to soar over 
jumps, power sliding around corners, and 
firing a flamethrower to destroy obstacles 
and enemies. 


Vehicle targeting at close quarters 
ıandled through auto-lock 


Each vehicle comes with its own powers and 
attacks, much like any Skylander character. 
Players also have a hand in customizing each 
ride with new mods for engines, tires, and 
other performance-based components - all 
the mods are shown cosmetically. “Players will 
find these mods scattered across Skylands,” 
Nathanielsz says. “Some are in plain sight, 
others are hidden. Each mod adjusts the 
statistics like speed, acceleration, armor, 
handling, and weight. We also have a new 
currency called Gearbits, which are used to 
upgrade vehicles. They are littered across the 
terrain in the vehicle segments." 

Mods aren't the only way to get a little more 
firepower or torque out of a ride. Nathanielsz 
replaces Stormblade with Spitfire as Hot 
Streak's pilot to earn a super-charged damage 
boost, which is awarded for pairing the car 
with its owner. 

The sprint across the gully gives way to 
an oddly designed arena filled with rival cars 
and half-pipe ramps. The player has full 
360-degree movement in this arena, but the 
driver cannot leave the vehicle at any time. 
We watch as Hot Streak lays waste to the 
enemy vehicles, its flamethrower swiveling to 
hit the targets that are automatically locked 
onto. The ramps are used to provide access 
to a series of bells that must be rung to open 
a door leading deeper into the level. 

Nathanielsz wouldn't answer whether or 
not traditional car-versus-car racing would 
be a part of this adventure, or if additional 
modes would allow players to race against 
one another, but did smile when the questions 
were asked, and answered, “We have more to 
announce in the future.” 


re: 


feature 65 


SuperChargers' 
Starter Pack consists 
of the game, the new 
Portal of Power, the 
land-based vehicle 
Hot Streak, fire- 
elemental character 
Spitfire, and Super 
Shot Stealth Elf. 


TU THE SEA AND AIR 


After leaving Hot Streak behind, we noticed 
that Spitfire still contained the SuperCharged 
energy. Nathanielsz notes that since Spitfire 
was bonded with his signature car, he will have 
extra health and will deal more damage for a 
limited time. 

Spitfire is a tech-enhanced Пате spirit with a 
neon-blue body consisting of just a tail, arms, 
and a head. He relies on mechanical wings to 
help him produce a wide variety of attacks like 
a flame tornado, dash, and fire-based melee. 
He moves fairly slowly, but appears to be for- 
midable on the battlefield. 

Further into the Cloud Kingdom, Spitfire 
comes across another portal, this one offer- 
ing an optional sea-vehicle sequence that 
pushes the player to disable a sunken storm 
sequencer. Nathanielsz places a new sub- 
marine vehicle named Dive Bomber on the 
portal. The toy features a rotating wheel on 


its canopy that spins the rudder. Dive Bomber 
is described as an aquatic tank and is owned 
by a character named Dive-Clops, who we 
did not get to see. 

The submarine sequence is surprisingly 
similar to the driving segment we saw earlier, 
sending Dive Bomber hurling down a linear 
waterway filled with jumps and mines that 
need to be avoided. The big difference is 
that, with a click of the button, Dive Bomber 
can be submerged for as long as the player 
wants. This move is crucial to avoiding 
surface-based obstacles. 

When | ask if all of the water-based 
gameplay would be linear like this example, 
Nathanielsz says, “We have a whole bunch of 
different types of water gameplay. This is what 
ме would call our ‘linear gameplay,’ where it's 
fast-paced ‘go from point A to point B.’ We 
also have full-on diving, deep-sea gameplay 
where you go far below the surface to explore 
massive underwater areas.” 


This water sequence ends with another 
arena battle in which the storm sequencer 
rains down missiles. Dive Bomber must return 
the fire using its torpedoes. This vehicle's 
sonar ping is used to auto-target enemies and 
the sequencer. 

Although the storm-sequencer battle is 
optional, it does affect the story and critical path 
of the level ahead. Players who take on the side 
content unlock different sequences in the levels, 
as well as new secrets and collectibles. 

Nathanielsz jumped ahead in the level, and 
reached down in front of him to pick up a 
sleek spacecraft called Sky Slicer, which holds 
retro science-fiction qualities and looks like 
something we'd see darting through space in 
а Buck Rogers episode. “This is Stormblade's 
ship,” Coyne says. But that isn't the figure 
that Nathanielsz places on the portal next to 
the vessel. He instead selects a new version 
of Stealth Elf, who now goes by the name of 
Super-Shot Stealth Elf. 


“The SuperCharged versions of our return- 
ing characters are really beefed up and awe- 
somely strong in this game,” Nathanielsz 
says. "[Stealth Elf] has this cool new rail gun, 
a poisonous attack, and a play on her stealth 
attack of old, where she can drop her gun, 
turn invisible, and the enemies will attack that 
instead of her. She's awesome in this game." 

When I ask what other returning characters 
are on the roster, Nathanielsz again says we'll 
have to wait for future announcements, but 
did grab a new version of Jet-Vac from his 
toy stash and placed him on the portal. Now 
named Hurricane Jet-Vac, this formidable bird 
of prey unleashes a powerful hurricane hover 
attack, and can narrow the distance between 
his attackers quickly with a dash kick. He 
can also use his vacuum gun to sweep up 
the battlefield. 

With Jet-Vac at the helm of the Sky Slicer, 
Nathanielsz launched the first fight mission. 
Cali immediately takes to the comms to 
instruct Jet-Vac to take down the enemies’ 
transport ships. This vehicular stage is also 
linear in design, keeping the aircraft bound to 
а rail-driven alley that weaves in and out of the 
Cloud Kingdom. Transport ships crowd 
the screen. Since Sky Slicer is Stormblade's 
ship, it too relies heavily on projectile attacks, 
but also has added firepower in the form of 
secondary guided missiles. 

Nathanielsz downs the first transport ship, 
which explodes in flame and debris, and 
then shows us that the player can access the 
vehicles upgrade screen at any time to switch 
up components and functionality should it be 
needed for a sequence. 

At this time, Nathanielsz also gives us a look 
at Jet Stream, Jet-Vac's signature ship. “The 
weapon on this thing is great,” Nathanielsz 
says. "It ricochets off enemies and deals a lot 
of damage to a group." 

The flight gameplay is reminiscent in design 
to Star Fox, right down to all ships being 
equipped with evasive barrel-roll maneuvers. 

For all of the vehicular sequences, coopera- 
tive play takes a hit. Only one vehicle can be 
placed on the portal, meaning only one vehicle 


can be onscreen. The cooperative player ends 
up riding as a passenger and is handed some 
of the offensive functions of the vehicle. For 

a game that has been designed to handle 
cooperative play from its inception, it's odd 
that roughly half of the game puts the second 
player in the backseat. 

The vehicles will be sold individually, but 
there will also be some multi-packs that unite 
the pilot with their mechanical companion. 
When | ask if Activision has plans to release 
collector's edition figures like last year's 
Eon's Elite line, Coyle says, "Yeah, we have 
fun things to announce, but we can't go into 
that now." 

As someone who enjoys the diversionary 
gameplay in the Skylanders games – be it the 
rail-driven turret sequences or soaring in a 


€ 


plane to battle pirate airships - it's nice to see 
the vehicles add more polished and meaning- 
ful gameplay to this area of the game. Those 
diversionary moments have always been few 
in quantity, which makes me wonder if making 
the vehicles consume roughly 50 percent of 
the game is the right move. They look fun, 
and offer the same hooks of collectability and 
upgradability from the core gameplay, but we'll 
have to wait and see how it affects the whole 
of the experience when the game ships this fall 
With the toys-to-life market's competition 
growing each year, shifting gameplay gears 
so dramatically is a major risk for Activision, 
but it could be the move that sets it apart 
from the competition. 


Head to gameinformer.com to see Superchargers in action 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One 
PlayStation 3 
Xbox 360 + PC 
» Style 
1-Player Action 
(Online TBA) 


» Publisher 
Konami 


» Developer 
Kojima Productions 


» Release 
September 1 

(254, Xbox One, PS3), 
September 15 (PC) 


Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain 


The Diamond Dogs are on the hunt 


tthe end of Metal Gear Solid: Ground 
Zeroes, Snake and Kazuhira Miller are 
reeling from the destruction of Mother 
Base and the possibility that Paz or somebody 
within Militaires Sans Frontières was feed- 
ing info to Cipher. More than just a gameplay 
demo, Ground Zeroes sets the stage for The 
Phantom Pain, with Snake and his newly 
formed Diamond Dogs unit searching for 
answers. They need to uncover the traitor in 
their midst, along with the identity of Skull Face, 
his XOF unit, and their connection to Cipher. 
Konami has previously revealed that during 
The Phantom Pain Snake awakens from a coma 
in a hospital, where he encounters two haunting 
characters: a phantom (reminiscent of Psycho 
Mantis) and a man wreathed in fire. Snake is 
weakened by these events, but for two days | 
played a feature-complete version of the game, 
doing my part to restore the legend of Big Boss 
and rebuild Mother Base. | can't reveal the new 
story developments | learned during my play- 
time, but the structure and variety of content 
provide more than enough to talk about. 


Soviet forces occupy Afghanistan, fighting 
against the rebel Mujahideen forces. It's not 
your mission to expel the Soviets, but a variety 
of main and side missions pit you against the 
Soviet military regardless. Executing disguised 
commanders, extracting key scientists, and 
disabling the military's infrastructure (including 
timed missions) are a few of the assignments 
I undertook, and along the way І ran into 
multiple side ops, diversions, and plenty of 
alerted enemies. 

Soldiers’ hearing is heightened, alerting 
them to you even if they're not looking in your 
direction. This often comes into play when rum- 
maging around for resources to send back to 
Mother Base (more on that later), so you have 
to be careful not to make unnecessary noise, 
like knocking into tables and chairs. Thankfully, 
you can use the cover of night or even a 
spontaneous sandstorm to mask your activi- 
ties. A sandstorm saved my hide more than a 
few times, allowing me to run into a base or 
escape, but | tended to be surprised in the dark 
just as much as those | was stalking. 


You can stick to your mission's objectives, 
but don't ignore other valuable targets along 
the way. Interrogating soldiers or searching 
encampments can lead to intel for other mis- 
sions/locations, and destroying infrastructure 
like radio dishes can hamper the Soviets’ abil- 
ity to communicate. One side op | undertook 
yielded a kidnapped language specialist whose 
abilities later enabled me to interrogate and 
understand Russian soldiers. 

Overall, the game's version of Afghanistan is 
neither small nor large. The mountainous map 
has shortcuts and passes that allow you to go 
offroad to avoid patrols, and fast-travel loca- 
tions can be marked for later use. Missions are 
noted on the map, but you're free to engage or 
ignore them when passing through. The open 
environment means conflicts can occur when 
you are just roaming around, but it strikes the 
balance between being organic while not creat- 
ing a train of enemies like Shadow of Mordor. 
However, | didn't notice a lot of spontaneous 
events throughout the map, like Mujahideen 
engaging the Soviets, although wildlife in the 


world will attack you and can be extracted to 
Mother Base via the Fulton Recovery System. 
The Fulton Recovery System allows you to 
attach balloons to an object in the field so 

it can be picked up by a plane and brought 
back to Mother Base. Naturally, this can only 
be done outside. 

Rebuilding Mother Base on an offshore 
platform near Seychelles is rewarding in com- 
bination with Snake's missions out in the field. 
Soldiers, resources (diamonds, fuel, metals, 
etc), and even anti-aircraft guns and vehicles 
can be transported back to base. Resources 
are instantly teleported, but larger objects like 
soldiers have to be Fultoned. A percentage 
for successful recovery is given before every 
attempt, although enemies can be alerted to. 
your presence in the process, as well as shoot 
down the balloon. 

‘As Mother Base grows, new platforms for a 
brig, medical wing, recon intel, and even animal 
conservation are added due to your actions 
in the field. Soldiers you knock out and Fulton 
back to base have letter grades for their skills. 


Those with good grades for engineering, for 
instance, let you upgrade equipment like guns 
and the Fulton system (so it can extract large 
objects and vehicles). The more engineers 

you send back, the faster your R&D depart- 
ment levels up. Eventually, you are able to 
send Diamond Dogs on offsite missions for 
resources — including other recruits — similar to 
Assassin's Creed: Brotherhood. | really liked 
the personnel aspect of Mother Base. After 

I upgraded my binoculars, | was able to see 
potential recruits’ grades and only Fulton those 
worthy of becoming a Diamond Dog. 

You can select your equipment in the mis- 
sion loadout screen, but materials can be 
airdropped mid-mission if you need more 
ammo or a particular gun. During loadout, you 
can also select a "buddy" such as a horse, 
wolf you've found in the wild and raised from 
a pup on Mother Base, or the sniper Quiet. 
These partners bond with you over time, 
and are invaluable while you're in the field, 
providing advantages like transportation or 
help in combat. 


Occasionally going back to Mother Base 
between missions is important. You not only 
see it expand, but you can roam around and 
boost your comrades’ morale, find the shower 
and wash all the blood off your uniform, and 
partake in side ops. The multiplayer mode inte- 
grates players’ Mother Bases somehow, but 
the full details haven't been revealed yet. 

| can't wait to see how my Mother Base 
evolves, helping to make my Diamond Dogs 
a force to be reckoned with. Skull Face and 
his XOF lackeys better be ready, because the 
Diamond Dogs are coming for them! 
» Matthew Kato 


Your mission grades give you more 
money for Mother Base, as well as ап 
upgradable emblem for your unit 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One * PC 


» Style 
1-Player Action 
» Publisher 
Ubisoft 


» Developer 
Ubisoft Quebec. 


» Release 
October 23 
(PS4, Xbox One), 
Fall (PC) 


Assassin's Creed Syndicate 


The fight for London 


е no longer question whether we'll get 
W a new Assassin's Creed title each year; 
the excitement surrounding the reveal 
of any new installment is more about the main 
characters and what time period serves as the 
backdrop. We got those answers recently when 
Ubisoft unveiled Assassin's Creed Syndicate, 
a Victorian-era adventure with two characters 
sharing the central spotlight. 

Taking place entirely in the year 1868, 
Syndicate tells the story of Jacob and Evie Frye. 
The Assassin twins have come to London to 
free the city from Templar control by leading 
a street gang called the Rooks. Unlike recent 
installments, Syndicate's plot does not cover 
multiple years to track the progress of a long 
historical conflict. “One of the keys to tackling 
this is era is that it's an era of peace," says 
creative director Marc-Alexis Côté. "Over the 
last few years, we've been covering periods of 
war. [Syndicate] brings us back to the magic 
of Assassin's Creed I. The Renaissance was an 
era of peace, progress, and transformation for 
humanity. That's the magic | want to capture — 


the magic of innovation, of change – and to 
make our players feel that." 

Jacob and Evie are both playable characters; 
some story missions might require one or the 
other, but you choose who you control as you 
explore the boroughs of London. Even though 
they're twins, Jacob is the brawn and Evie is 
the brains of the operation, so they don't play 
identically. "Both characters have different skill 
trees and play styles that reflect their personali- 
ties," Cóté says. Like Assassin's Creed Unity, 
each character has Upgrades you invest in, 
conveying a sense of skill progression. 

Syndicate builds on the foundation of Unity, 
emphasizing large crowds, stealth, and chal- 
lenging combat. "If combat is too easy, there's 
no point in having stealth," Cété says. “You'll 
just mow through everybody and it unbalances 
the game, so we're keeping the philosophy of 
making fights harder. What people will find is 
that the fights are more responsive. We've cut 
the latency in half, so you can quickly jump 
from one target to another. We've shifted the 
initiative to the player.” 


Expanding the influence of the Rooks 
involves doing missions and side activities that 
eventually culminate in a borough takeover. 
While that part of the Assassin's Creed formula 
is familiar, Syndicate also makes some notable 
changes to the experience. Vehicles, like horse- 
drawn carriages, are available throughout the 
city, making it easy to traverse the world quickly 
without reducing them to fast-travel nodes 
(though that is still an option). The vehicles also 
allow for exciting chase scenes – something the 
series has done before, but now they happen 

in the world instead of specially constructed 
setpiece stages. 

The ability to hop into a carriage won't sud- 
denly turn Assassin's Creed into Grand Theft 
Auto; the climbing and stealth elements remain 
important pillars. “We see players doing things 
differently than before, but parkour stays an 
integral part of the gameplay,” Cóté says. 
"We've got some of the most amazing parkour 
elements. You need to stalk your targets, follow 
them, and you can't do that from the middle 
of a rooftop." 


Even though it only takes place about 75 
years after Unity, the Industrial Revolution has 
Tesulted in rapid technological advancement 


‘The addition of carriages in the streets gives 
players a faster way to move through the city 


Amid several small tweaks, fans should expect 
‘one major deviation from Unity's approach: 
Syndicate is strictly a single-player game. It 
has no cooperative or competitive multiplayer, 
so the Rooks’ rise to power in London is a solo 
adventure from start to finish. "We're focusing 
on the single-player experience, and we've got 
all of our nine studios working on that experi- 
ence to deliver something that's very polished 
to our players," Cóté says. "It's really about 
returning to our roots. Returning to what made 
this series such a success." 

When its at its best, few series rival 
Assassin's Creed. However, many fans still feel 
burned by the fiasco surrounding Assassin's 
Creed Unity's release last year. Ubisoft Montreal 
studio head Yannis Mallat apologized on behalf 
of the company and the team for Unity's tech- 
nical issues, but Assassin's Creed Syndicate 
is Ubisoft's opportunity to earn back trust. By 
focusing on the single-player aspect, polishing 
technical hitches, and providing a rich setting, 
Syndicate could restore faith in the franchise. 

Joe Juba 


Р” 


Darwin & Dickens 
Assassin's Creed is known 
for weaving famous figures 
into its embellished historical 
timeline. Syndicate brings 
Charles Darwin and Charles 
Dickens into the action 
through a DLC pack (though 
they may also have a place in 
the main story). The mission, 
called "The Darwin & Dickens 
Conspiracy," is initially 
available only to those who 
pre-order the game. 


Players can control both Jacob and Evie, 
‘who each have different abilities 
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Vitayer action 


Rocksteady Studios 


Batman: Arkham Knight 


Batman in th the 


R ocksteady Studios has done an outstand- 
ing job with its entries in the Arkham fran- 
"| chise, and is continuing to raise the bar 
with Batman: Arkham Knight. The open world 
is five times bigger than Arkham City, and you 
can finally get behind the wheel of the iconic 
Batmobile to explore it. In a final hands-on ses- 
sion before the game's release, | was able to try 
several missions and see how the Batmobile 
and other new features improve the experience. 
My first stop is our old foe Edward Nigma, 
aka the Riddler. He's back to play mind games, 
but he also provides racing challenges. He 
dares me to get through three laps of a course 
filled with traps, but the route is unpredictable 
since he manipulates the environment each lap. 


road 


Racing at high speeds brings the adrenaline, 
but what really keeps me on my toes is avoid- 
ing the Riddler's obstacles. From closed doors 
to missing sections of platform, these hurdles 
require timed button presses and quick 
maneuvering. In some instances, you need to 
drive up walls to avoid falling; the best way to 
succeed is boosting at the right time so you 
don't lose momentum and slide off the wall. 
The controls aren't difficult, and | manage to 
complete the hazardous course before the 
timer runs out. 

My next mission has me destroying one of 
the Penguin's weapon caches. As | approach 
the target, | grapple up to a high area and crash 
through a glass roof for a surprise attack on 


some thugs. Once 1 roll in, | go on a frenzied 
offensive; the combat is as satisfying as ever 
thanks to team takedowns. A team takedown 
allows Nightwing to tag in for a brutal finisher 
(though you can also swap between Nightwing 
and Batman at any time). Counterattacks are 
still the best avenue to success, and | make 
short work of the gang. With them out of the 
way, it's time to blow up the safe with all their 
weapons. | use the explosive gel and watch the 
safe burst into flames. 

My final mission puts me on an intense 
chase, pursuing the infamous Firefly with the 
Batmobile. He burns the streets, so | avoid 
hitting the fire while boosting to catch up to 
him. From what I've seen, the mission variety 


is fantastic; one minute I'm rescuing a fire- 
fighter, the next I'm shooting missiles from a 
tank. | even inspect a mutilated body to find 
out how the death occurred. | perform three 
separate scans for the muscles, bones, and 
skin to identify the body; each section has 

its own revelation, like learning the finger- 
prints were burned off by acid and a painkiller 
overdose was the cause of death. 

Whether you're taking out a group of enemies, 
solving a murder, or thinking fast to avoid 
obstacles as you fly through the streets on the 
Batmobile, playing Arkham Knight is addictive. 
You never know what or who you might run into, 
but chances are you're in for an exciting treat. 
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» Platform 
PC 

» Style 

1-Player Role-Playing 
» Publisher 

inXile Entertainment 


» Developer 
inXile Entertainment 


» Release 
ТВА (Beta 2015) 


Torment: Tides Of Numenera 


Embrace the weird 


he isometric PC role-playing game genre 
is experiencing a resurgence, and for good 
reason. Harkening back to great games 
like Baldur's Gate II, titles such as Pillars of 
Eternity and Divinity: Original Sin provide a 
focus on character development, tactical com- 
plexity, and rich storytelling that rewards deep 
player engagement. One of the most unusual 
but no less impressive entries in the classic 
genre canon was Planescape: Torment, which 
focused on a profoundly strange world, and 
included interactions that valued creative think- 
ing over brute force. InXile is hard at work craft- 
ing the spiritual successor to the Planescape 
adventure; Torment: Tides of Numenera 
explores an equally surreal game world. 


No single video game or tabletop setting 
in recent years has intrigued me like Monte 
Cook's Numenera fiction. The tabletop RPG 
imagines Earth a billion years in the future, 

as a near-medieval society ekes out a living 
amid the detritus of technology left behind by 
unknowable ancient civilizations. InXile rec- 
ognized the potential in the setting, and has 
crafted a new story set on the distant edges of 
this civilization. "Numenera's defining features 
are the weirdness and the mystery,” says inXile 
design lead Adam Heine. "You don't just face 
automatons in Numenera, but an automaton 
pregnant with a human child, or whose head is 
actually a singularity encased in a glass orb — 
don't break it! You don't just find a lake, but 


Conversation is a centerpiece of. 
allowing players many paths to Specie Compton 


a lake whose water hardens as you walk on 
it, or the water recedes from your touch. We 

are constantly pushing each other away from 
the standard fantasy and sci-fi tropes to make 
things in the world as unique and evocative as 
ме can." Heine details the Bloom, an enormous 
transdimensional being as large as a city that 
acts as a home to criminals and outcasts, and 
the Oasis of M'ra Jolios, an underwater city 

in the center of a time-bending desert. Then 
there's the Endless Battle — a reality-shifting war 
that has continued for centuries. Everything is a 
twist from standard expectations. 

Like Planescape: Torment, this new story 
begins with your protagonist's own apparent 
demise. "You start the game falling from the 
thermosphere,” Heine says. "There are things 
you can do, and choices that matter, but you 
can't avoid the inevitable. You slam into the 
ground and die. You awaken in a strange 
place - a labyrinth of the mind where you can 
set things in order and return to the world. You 
are a new life in an old and very resilient body. 
Someone else lived their life in this body, and 
then abandoned it when they got in trouble.” 
Your character can sometimes remember 
aspects of this other self, including being 
endlessly hunted by a dangerous foe. 

As you set out to complete a task left incom- 
plete by your predecessor, you gather a team 
of companions, each of whom brings their 
own goals into the mix. Many of these may 
conflict with your own. Most party members 
fall into Numenera's flexible class system. A 
character's type, chosen between a rogueish 
jack, a fighter-like glaive, or a wizard-ish nano, 


‘Torment echoes recent RPGs like Pillars of Eternity 
in a return to an top-down isometric view 


provides the foundation of his or her abilities. 
However, the addition of a focus allows players 
to add a unique specialty, like weapon mastery, 
or the ability to summon fantastical creatures 
into combat. 

‘Another significant feature in Torment is the 
prevalence of one-use items called Ciphers. 
These powerful objects are elements of lost 
technology with specific effects, but they fizzle 
out after deployment. Each character can only 
carry a certain number of ciphers before they 
begin to cause detrimental effects (because 
of the way the wild tech interacts with other 
pieces). Ciphers are present everywhere, so it 
pays to use them all the time. "As someone who 
always hoards consumables, this is a breath of 
fresh air to me, and something I'm excited to be 
implementing in a CRPG," Heine says. 

Like the game that inspired it, Torment 
‘embraces multiple paths to objective comple- 
tion, and few of those paths encourage combat. 
Instead, encounters are referred to as Crises, 
and most allow for innovative solutions without 


raising arms. “Even in a combat-focused 
Crisis, in addition to straightforward fighting, 
the player might have an option to disable the 
device that's keeping his enemies defended, 
or he might convince a few of them to turn on 
their employer and fight for the PC instead," 
Heine says. "Depending on his actions up to 
that point, he might already have a friend on 
the inside who will help in the fight, or he might 
release that herd of aneens over in the corner 
and let them stampede through his enemies.” 
No matter the situation, inXile is trying hard for 
every encounter to have depth and narrative. 
weight, so you won't be running into trash filler- 
combat encounters between major events. 
When combat does arise, the team has cre- 
ated a turn-based tactical encounter system 
where each character gets a move and an 
action each turn. In keeping with the tabletop 
game, ability costs come out of the same pool 
аз your character's damage pool, forcing you 
to make hard choices about when to deploy 
strong attacks, even though you know those 


‘The art feels otherworldly, but the setting is 
actually Earth — a billion years in the future 


actions will deplete your health. 

Since some players may frequently eschew 
fighting, non-combat encounters carry a great 
deal of weight. Conversation reactivity is a 
big component, and players can adjust out- 
comes by applying a resource called Effort. 
The game also includes numerous situations 
where the main character transfers his mind 
into other bodies, and the player gets to 
engage in a choose-your-own-adventure 
style series of interactions to determine what 
happens to the individual. 

Torment looks to be one of the more inter- 
esting variations on the RPG form in recent 
years. The Numenera setting is vibrant and 
fascinating, and the surrounding screens and 
art offer a taste of how that world is being 
brought to life by inXile's art team. If the devel- 
oper manages to nail its plan for handcrafted, 
choice-driven encounters, Torment could turn 
out to be one of the most singular and uncon- 
ventional role-playing experiences in years. 

Matt Miller 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One + Wii U 
PlayStation 3 
Xbox 360 

» Style 
1-Player Action 
» Publisher 
WB Games 


» Developer 
Traveller's Tales 


» Release 
September 23 


See All These 
Licenses Collide 


Ghostbusters 

Portal 

Back To The Future 
The Wizard of Oz 
DC Comics 

‘Scooby Doo 

Doctor Who 

Lego Chima 

The Lord of the Rings 
The Simpsons 

The Lego Movie 
Jurassic World 
Midway Games 
Lego Ninjago 


Lego Dimensions 


Sparking more nostagic delight 


едо has really discovered how to bring 
families together beyond physical playsets. 
The franchise has exploded into movies 
and video games, taking on more licenses 
and finding its own brand of humor, delighting 
children and adults alike. Between fostering 
creativity and taking on iconic franchises, Lego 
Dimensions feels like a combination of every- 
thing Lego has done well in the last decade. 

The best part is the massive amount of 
licenses on display in Lego Dimensions, the 
most ever in a Lego game to date (which 
usually focus on a single property, like Batman 
or The Lord of the Rings). Developer Traveller's 
Tales wants to capture that feeling of mixing 
and matching different playsets, like most 
people tend to do with the bricks in front of 
them. Therefore, Lego Dimensions features 14 
different wildly different licenses (see: sidebar 
for full list). From TV shows like The Simpsons 
to video games like Portal, nothing appears 
to be off the table as iconic characters as 
worlds collide. 

You play through levels based on the 
licenses in the starter set. One minute you're 
in the Doctor Who universe, but the next you 
could be in Jurassic World. The original story 
is structured around this dimension-jumping 
setup, starring three popular Lego characters: 
Batman, Wyldstyle, and Gandalf. They must 
stop Lord Vortec, who is making these 
dimensions collide. The game has a total of 
14 levels, each with four different areas to 
explore. | recently got some hands-on time to 
see how these different properties connect. 


Don't mess with the Wicked Witch of the West. 


I'm transported straight to The Wizard of Oz's 
yellow brick road. The humor strikes immedi- 
ately with Batman saying, “We're not in Gotham 
anymore. It's so...colorful." The gameplay hasn't 
changed much; its stil the tried-and-true for- 
mula, which has you collecting studs, building 
and rebuilding within the world, and switching 
between characters to get past obstacles. 
Batman immediately comes to aid with his 
grappling hook to tear down the first big obstacle: 
a wagon blocking the path. My next hurdle is a 
field of poppies, which puts Batman to sleep if 
he goes near them. The Batmobile is the only 
way past it, so | put the Batmobile on the toy 
pad to bring it on screen. | flatten the poppies 
under the tires, and soon hear a famous song 
in the distance: "We're Off to See the Wizard.” 
This leads to a humorous interaction with 
Batman, Wyldstyle, and Gandalf encountering 
Dorothy, Scarecrow, Lion, and Tin Man. 

This wouldn't be an Oz experience without 
a visit from the Wicked Witch of the West, and 
she serves as my first boss encounter. | engage 
in melee combat once her flying monkeys land, 
but flying overhead, she casts a magic spell on 
me, locking me in position. The toy pad in front 
of me flashes red, save for one white safe area. 
1 move the Batman figure out of danger on the 
pad to break the spell. I then use the batarang 
to hit her in the air. After going through these 
steps three times, she's down for the count. 

I visit the hub on Planet Vortran to take 
a breather. This is how you get to different 
dimensions, but before | can progress | need 
to repower the gateway. | spot a generator, but 


it's encased in blue Lego bricks. These can be 
broken by the Batmobile, but not in its current 
form. Every vehicle can be rebuilt into three dif- 
ferent variations, and the Batmobile's alternate 
Batblaster mode is what I need to access the 
generator. | click on that to get in-game instruc- 
tions, and | reassemble my physical Lego 
Batmobile in the real world. After I finish, | put 

it on the toy pad, gaining access to the new 
brick-blasting car. I clear away the blue bricks, 
allowing me to access the next stage through 
the dimensional gateway. 

I'm transported to the Scooby Doo level, 
complete with its famous haunted house and 
amusement park in the background. If you 
purchase the Scooby pack, which is separate 
from the starter pack, you can bring him into 
the level. He has a special dig spot that leads 
to anew area. You can get through the critical 
story path with just the characters and vehicles 
the starter pack provides, but for those who 
buy the additional characters, they provide 
access to some side content in levels. Similarly, 
if you buy additional vehicles, you can bring 
them into any level — regardless of whether or 
not they make sense. For instance, | drove the 
DeLorean down the yellow brick road. 

1 had a lot of fun with Lego Dimensions; 
the humor is sharp and Batman, Wyldstyle, 
and Gandalf complement one another well. 
Seeing the Lego incarnations of these classic 
properties brings a fun wave of nostalgia, and 
I'm glad a younger generation will be intro- 
duced to some of my favorite franchises. 

» Kimberley Wallace 


* Starter Pack ($99.99): 
Includes Toy Pad, Batman, 
‘Wyldstyle, Gandalf, and 
the Batmobile 


Level Packs ($29.99): 
Includes a new mission- 
based game level, anew 
character, new vehicle, 
and a new weapon 

‘Team Packs ($24.99): 
Includes two new charac- 
ters, vehicles, and weapons 
Fun Packs ($14.99): 
Includes a new character 
and a weapon or vehicle 
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Gigántige 


Going big. on Xbox One 


genres, infusing the formula with a con- 

stant action focus, and bringing the beast 
to bear on Xbox One and PC. To make the 
idea even more enticing, Gigantic also features 
cross-platform accounts between Xbox One 
and PC users. The title will also feature cross- 
platform play, but only if you opt in for it; those 
mouse and keyboard users will probably have 
an edge in that situation. 

How's the gameplay? While many aspects 
draw from what we've come to accept as 
staples of the MOBA (Multiplayer Online Battle 
Arena) genre, it certainly has a feel to it all 
its own. In my extensive hands-on time, I've 
found it more akin to a fast-paced third-person 
shooter match, with leveling-up aspects allow- 
ing players to tailor characters in specific ways 
to accent their playstyles or team composition. 


G igantic is taking one of PC's most popular 


Gigantic is focused on constant action involv- 


ing objective capture and control, taking over 
various points on the map and summoning 
guardians that attack, buff, or heal. These 
locations fuel the power of the gigantic beasts 
that represent each team's base. While taking 


out the final structure is the end goal in many 
similar games, these structures are mobile 
monsters in Gigantic, and they directly engage 
and crush enemy teams. 
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There are no “creep waves" in Gigantic — it's 
one large arena with various routes that pro- 
mote mobility and lots of cover. In any given 
situation, you can have your melee brawlers 
leading the way with assassins sneaking up 
behind and casters and other quirky support- 
style characters taking defensive positions 
from which to dish out ranged assaults. So for 
all the similarities Gigantic has to the MOBA 
genre, it has just as many deviations that make 


—— 


» Platform. 
Xbox One + PC 

» Style 
10-Player MOBA 
» Publisher 
Microsoft, Монда 
» Developer 
Motiga 

» Release 

2015 


ita completely different entity, and one that | 
have little doubt will translate immaculately to 
console control schemes and joysticks. It feels 
like a vibrant third-person shooter with a bevy 
of skillshots, tactical maneuvers, and teamplay 
coming together in a competitive and interest- 
ing way. The final battles in evenly matched 
games often come down to both teams strug- 
gling to survive under duress from the titular 
monstrosities for an exciting finish. 

The cast of characters is diverse and inter- 
esting. All the staples are there, like traditional 
assassin-rogues and long-range snipers, 
but several outside-the-box characters play 
well, like the portal-summoning Griselma, 
and Aisling, who uses her father's sword 
(and ghost!) to command a variety of special 
abilities. While all characters have their base 
strengths and playstyles, leveling up within 
each match allows for further customization 
and tailoring of abilities. 

I'm looking forward to seeing Gigantic on 
a home console as well as PC. While it's not 
explicitly a MOBA, some of the same ingre- 
dients that make the genre great are being 
used in the recipe, and have a feeling that this 
particular iteration is going to be a real treat for 
Xbox One. » Daniel Tack 


previews 77 


78 previews 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One * PC 


* Style 
1-Player Racing 
(Online TBA) 

» Publisher 
Electronic Arts 

» Developer 
Ghost Games 


» Release 
Fall 


Need For Speed 


Starting over with what made it great 


Rivals couldn't have come at a more 

confusing time for the franchise. For a 
single game - Rivals’ 2012 predecessor, Need 
for Speed: Most Wanted - Burnout creators 
Criterion Games claimed ownership of the 
franchise before turning it over to Sweden's 
Ghost Games. Ghost Games took on some of 
Criterion's staff as that developer went through 
big changes, with the two studios collaborating 
on Rivals. 

Before Ghost could resume where Rivals. 
left off, however, the company went through 
changes of its own, letting go some of its staff 
in early 2014 and announcing that there would 
not be a new Need for Speed game that year. 
Now the dust has settled on all the turmoil, 
and Ghost Games is rebooting the franchise 
to move toward what Marcus Nilsson, its 
executive producer, calls the "perfect Need for 
Speed experience." 

“| think [Rivals] was a good Need For Speed 
experience — it hit most of the core tenets of 
the brand, but not all of them," says Nilsson. 

“| think what we've been doing now, in the last 
18 months, is really to fully understand what 
we want Need for Speed to stand for. That's 
why we call this a reboot for us, because we 
defined what the Need for Speed experience 
is. We haven't done that on our own, in some 
kind of mysterious meeting room in the cold 
Nordic countries, but what we've done is more 
embraced and talked to the people who we 
know care what Need for Speed is.” 


T he success of 2013's Need for Speed: 


A big component of the brand that Nilsson 
and Ghost have identified thanks to fans is 
car customization and culture. To help deliver 
on this front, Ghost is once again using the 
community base around EA's Speedhunters 
website, a portal for a wide range of racing 
disciplines, from street rods to rally racing. 
This time around, Ghost is leaning more 
heavily on Speedhunters to glean the popular 
looks and customization features in various 
car communities. “This is the first time we've 
probably used them in a very bespoke, con- 
sultation way, which we haven't really done 
before,” says Nilsson. 

Other key components of the series also 
return. Nilsson assured us that elements like 
cops, a splashy story, and AllDrive are alive 
and well in the game. Need for Speed's world 
is in a different setting than Rivals’, and is 


much bigger and offers more environmental 
and mission variety than the last installment. 
As for AllDrive, Nilsson thinks Ghost can 
execute better. "Rivals was good, but it wasn't 
easy to find friends in the world, and that's 
been a focus from day one. ‘How can we get 
people to play the single-player experience, 
but still when friends come in you don't have 
to chase after them and try to find them and 
challenge them? How can you move around 
that world and be smarter around enjoying 
the game together? How can we facilitate 
group play?” 

It's strangely comforting to think that as much 
as we liked Rivals, developer Ghost Games 
knows that it can do better. In this case, the 
studio believes that restarting the franchise 
doesn't mean starting over from scratch. 

» Matthew Kato 


Hellolade 


Exploring the horrors of psychosis 


Heavenly Sword, Enslaved, and the 2013 

DmC reboot, Ninja Theory is aiming high 
with its first independent release, Hellblade. 
This new third-person action title has you 
exploring a hellish world influenced by a young 
Celtic warrior's hallucinations and delusions as 
she grapples with mental illness. 

Obviously, this is a complex issue, so Ninja 
‘Theory has been working with Paul Fletcher, a 
professor of psychiatry at Cambridge University, 
to keep the depiction of mental illness from 
veering into stereotypes and misconceptions. 
“He's helping us to ensure we're delivering this 
not only in an accurate manner, but a sensitive. 
опе," says creative director Dominic Matthews. 
“Mental illness obviously affects far more 
people than we realize.” 

The world you explore is a skewed perception 
of protagonist Senua's reality. In Celtic times, 
people who were mentally ill would go into the 
woods to try and solve their issues, so that's 
where you begin your journey. "Doctors would 
probably diagnose [her illness] as schizophrenia, 
but schizophrenia is a very broad diagnosis." 
Matthews says. "There are a lot of different 
symptoms. With her, she hears voices, sees 
hallucinations. She has delusions that don't 
conform with the norm.” Matthews also points 
out that Hellblade takes place in 700 A.D., 
when schizophrenia wasn't a known illness. 
Therefore, the game never explicitly says that's 
what she's fighting. 

The game is heavily centered on exploration 
and finding Senua's way through the woods. 
Tall trees, stony structures, and barren paths 


A fter finding an audience with games like 
\ 


are all around her. As | take a few steps in my 
demo, it's clear the main character is in a battle 
with her own mind. Voices from a man and 
woman narrate her journey, telling her she's 
weak and pathetic like her mother, and that the 
darkness will overtake her. You can tap into a 
separate insight mode to hone in on her hal- 
lucinations, which might reveal hidden words 
or symbols to direct you toward something 
interesting. The high winds and weather also 
represent her mental state; the more vicious the 
weather gets, the worse the voices become. 
Combat plays a central role in many Ninja 
Theory games, and the same is true for 
Hellblade. Senua's physical battle with her 
illness is represented as she confronts vari- 
ous enemies. She has a strong attack, regular 


Platform 

PlayStation 4 + PC 
Style 

1-Player Action 


lisher 
Ninja Theory 


Developer 
Ninja Theory 
Release 

2016 


attack, and evade. The combat is fairly simple 
at this stage, but still requires precision. 
Missing your chance to evade can be costly, 
and you must study enemy patterns to strike 
at the right moment and break through their 
defenses. Combat isn't as fast or complex as 
Devil May Cry, but Matthews said the team is 
planning to integrate more complex combos — 
even involving Senua's psychosis in how she 
fights and moves. 

After playing Hellblade, І can't forget how 
haunting it was to repeatedly confront such 
dark thoughts, but seeing Senua battle through 
it brings some hope. If the depressing voices 
are any indication, this will be a hard fight, 
but something tells me it could be worth it in 
the end. » Kimberley Wallace 
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NHL 16 


Looking for wholesale improvements, the franchise enters rebuilding mode 


Platform oming off a console era where EA Sports’ 
PlayStation 4 @ NHL franchise was one of the sports 
Xbox One games most pushing innovation, the 
» Style — series suffered a broken skate on its first shift 


1 to 4-Player Sports 


with new-gen consoles, shipping a product 
(12-Player Online] 


that lacked many features still found in the old- 


Publisher деп versions. After getting crosschecked into 
EA Sports {һе boards by reviewers and customers alike 
„ Developer last shift, EA Canada is shaking off the моогу 
EA Canada effects and jumping back on the ice, hoping 
Release tHe Second shift ends with more fanfare. 
September By adding back many features like the popu- 


lar EASHL, the fantasy draft, being able to sim 
to your next shift in Be A Pro, and taking con- 
trol of the player entry draft in Be A GM, NHL 
16 brings the new version up to par with the 
last generation – but that alone doesn't bring 
people to the rink. EA Canada hopes its collec- 
tion of new features may convince fans to lace 
up their virtual skates this season. 

Many consider FIFA and NBA 2K to have 
the finest franchise modes in sports games, 
and both use player morale as a force to drive 
the shaping of rosters. NHL 16 takes a similar 
approach with its Be A GM mode. Players are 
given baseline personalities that determine how 
they react to their fellow teammates and the 
moves you make as a GM. If you relegate a top 
player to the third line or trade his best friend, 
expect it to hurt his morale and possibly result 
in a sitdown. When players request a meeting, 
you generally have four ways to respond. If you 
cater to the players, their morale may improve. 
If you decide their complaints aren't valid, they 
may eventually request a trade. Player ratings 
drop when they have bad attitudes, so don't 
expect to get as much in return as you would 
if they were happy. 

Player morale doesn't play into the Be A Pro 
mode this year, but a new progression system 
reflects your on-ice exploits in a way previous 
games never did. If you're racking up goals, 
assists, or hits, you see your shooting, passing, 
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WATCH LIVE 
ANYWHERE 
ANYTIME. 
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and checking ratings rise commensurately. 
Users are also given a predetermined amount 
of training time per week to invest in skills that 
don't have one-to-one analogs with stats (like 
agility, skating, and awareness). 

After a year-long hiatus, the popular 6-on-6 
EA Sports Hockey League returns largely 
intact, but with one major change that should 
improve competition. Gone are the days of cul- 
tivating seven-foot danglers boasting a variety 
of boosts that keep them from getting knocked 
off the puck. In the place of player progres- 
sion and upgrades, EA Canada has embraced 
a class system that allows players to choose 
their play styles before entering a game. Does 
your team need a puck-moving defensemen 
who can creep into the attack and score goals? 
Then grab an offensive defensemen. Is the 
opposing team too physical for your agile team 
of danglers and playmakers? Then employ a 
power forward to match their intensity instead. 
Each class has pros or cons, and EA hopes this 
will lead to more interesting match-ups. 


NHL 16 doesn't offer any game-changing 
alterations on the ice, instead opting to 
fine-tune its play, but one seemingly minor 
change could help several phases of the 
game. The new precision-skating mechanic 
helps players move laterally in small spaces, 
making it easier to control passing lanes on 
defense and set up in prime scoring zones 
on offense. EA believes it also should help 
the transition game, as it's easier for A.l. team- 
mates to understand when you are starting 
the breakout. The improved puck pickups 
should also improve the flow of the game. 
Don't expect major changes to shooting and 
goaltending, however. During our hands-on 
time, the same tricks that worked last year 
reared their ugly head. 

Coming off a down season, EA Canada 
has its work cut out for NHL 16. While we're 
cautiously optimistic about its road map 
moving forward, we need to see an uptick in 
performance across the board before we give 
the game our endorsement. » Matt Bertz 


Madden NFL 16 


Gaining confidence in your franchise 


t's the offseason, but Madden general man- 
agers, coaches, and owners haven't stopped 
dreaming of how to improve their teams in the 
game's Connected Franchise Mode. Developer 
EA Tiburon has also been thinking about how it 
can make the experience better after last year's 
introduction of weekly game prep and player 
confidence, The result for Madden NFL 16 is an 
approach that is easier for you, your eyes, and 
your players. 

Madden NFL 15 introduced a new player- 
confidence system produced by results on 
the field and reinforced by mid-week game 
prep. | liked that it increased or dropped some 
attribute ratings, but it was too easy to get into 
ahole, and there weren't appropriate times to 
get confidence back, such as the offseason. 

Madden NFL 16 hopes to prevent the 
confidence death spiral. The confidence 
fluctuation per player has lessened, and play- 
ers won't be as hard hit when they're down. 
Furthermore, the weekly game-prep feature. 
now allows struggling teams to regain their 
mojo via a special game-prep activity as well 


Drive-specific goals juice up the flow of games. pra 
Notice the goals ticker on the bottom. 


as the fact that there are more hours in the 
week to prepare for game days. You can also 
become more proficient on the field via free 
practice during game planning, which doesn’t 
cost any points. 

Drive and weekly goals let you improve your 
players via XP, and these can be dynamic. For 
instance, your offense might receive a goal 
to score after the defense just picked off the 
ball, or weekly goals may pop up for a rookie 
who is having a great season. Drive goals can 
also have a negative consequence if missed, 
which could produce little momentum shifts 
during games. 

Connected Franchise's scouting has also 
been tweaked, including the addition of com- 
bine information for all players. Instead of 
spending points on unlocking varying degrees 
of info on specific player attributes, scout- 
ing unlocks players’ top three attributes and 
eventually reveals in which round prospects" 
should be drafted. 

Despite these new changes to the career 
mode, we'd still like to have more control over 


our franchise via better free-agent contracts, 
designations like restricted free agents, 

and a chance to wheel and deal during 

draft day. We'll wait to pass judgement on 
the mode, however, until we see how it all 
comes together. 

Whether you're a Connected Franchise die 
hard or not, the mode is better constructed 
for everyone. A streamlined HUD consolidates 
the mode's screens and lets you do more with 
less of them. Player cards surface the relevant 
attributes of their position instead of making 
you scroll past a QB's kicking accuracy, for 
instance. From here you can also spend their 
XP on attribute packages, see their goals, put 
them on the trading block, etc. 

Madden 16's Connected Franchise doesn't 
have a new, marquee feature per se, but that 
doesn't mean it can't be an all-around better 
experience for GMs of all stripes. If the game 
can pull off giving you appropriate goals from 
drive-to-drive and week-to-week, it could go 
a long way to making every game and season 
feel a little different. Matthew Kato 


You'll get more immediate feedback for 
draftees, and the draft is more user friendly 


evar LENS 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 

Xbox One 
PlayStation 3 

Xbox 360 

» 

1 to 4-Player Sports 
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» Publisher 


August 25 
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Platform 
PlayStation 4 
‘Xbox One 


Style 
1 to 4-Player 
Rhythm/Music 


Publisher 
‘MadCatz/Harmonix 


Developer 
Harmonix 


Release 
October 


Confirmed 
Songs So Far 


* Avenged Sevenfold — 
“Hail to the King” 


Fleetwood Mac – 
“You Make Loving Fun” 


Jack White - "Lazaretto* 


The Killers — 
"Somebody Told Me* 


Spin Doctors ~ 
"Little Miss Can't Be Wrong” 


The Who – “The Seeker" 
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Rock Band 4 


Bring your charisma for the crowd 


t's not unusual for a band to take a long 

hiatus between albums or tours. In the 

case of the Rock Band franchise, it took a 
five-year break to get some excitement and 
creativity back, and now Harmonix is finally 
ready for its big comeback. While Rock Band 4 
won't redefine the experience we've come 
to know, it can still inspire you to pick up 
your plastic instruments to live your rock-star 
dreams again. 

Rock Band 4's additions are all about making 
you feel more like a rock star, offering new 
ways to get creative on stage and interact 
with the crowd. "We have a lot more space for 
people to express themselves," says creative 


director Greg LoPiccolo. For instance, vocalists 
can now add their own spin on songs, since it's 
no longer required you hit the right notes; you 


just need to stay in harmon) 
for embellishing, for singing the melody you 
know, but going off the beaten path and color- 
ing outside the lines," says product manager 
Daniel Sussman. 

The arc of the show will also take more 
importance. "We have a whole new suite 


of features to let the band connect to each 
other and the audience,” LoPiccolo says. For 
instance, now you can take song requests 
from the crowd, and the singer can talk to the 
attendees. The audience will even request 
DLC songs you have on your hard drive. 
"Sometimes the crowd will respond in hilari- 
ous ways,” Sussman says. "They're never 
going to boo you, but they might heckle you. 
They're most likely to heckle you when you're 
ignoring them." 

Harmonix isn't ready to talk about the 
campaign in great detail, but the general setup 
is still the same: You're going on tour with your 
band, but this time the story ties in better with 
the content. You also have more choices that 
can impact the way the narrative turns out. 
"There's a lot more detail and consequence,” 
LoPiccolo teases. “If you make certain choices 
in the tour, it affects the crowds you encounter.” 
Sussman adds: “There are a lot of choices that 
you make about whether or not you want to go 
for the big time or be an indie darling.” 

I was only able to test out a few songs during 
my hands-on time with Rock Band 4. The 


formula - which has you hitting the colored 
notes at the right time using your instrument — 
is still fun. Rock Band's allure has always been 
about getting together with friends and topping 
your previous score. Everything is just how 

1 remembered it, making it easy to get right 
back into the groove. 

Music games might have been out of the spot- 
light for a while, but seeing Rock Band come 
back is exciting. “People have never stopped 
asking us about Rock Band,” LoPiccolo says, 
confirming that the fan demand is what made 
Harmonix confident in reviving the franchise. 
Harmonix is keeping plenty under wraps, but 
at the very least it's confirmed all instruments 
(except keyboards and the pro guitar) will 
carry over. As for songs, Harmonix intends to 
bring over all tracks players were able to pur- 
chase by download or export from discs to 
Rock Band 4. This, however, does not include 
Rock Band 3 or The Beatles: Rock Band, 
since they were never exportable. Now to wait 
for more songs to be confirmed and to see what 
else Harmonix has up its sleeve for its new-gen 
Rock Band. » Kimberley Wallace 


What Remains Of Edith Finch 


Death and discovery 


earching through old photographs and journals » ‘Platform 
S of our ancestors can provide an engaging look PlayStation 4 

into our history. In What Remains of Edith Finch, » style 
the process takes an even more interesting turn, since _1-Player Adventure 
the cursed Finch family has all but died out. You play aS  » publisher 
Edith Finch, the last remaining member of the bloodline, Giant Sparrow 


as she searches for answers to what happened to her 


family — and what the future holds for her. samy 


i c Giant Sparrow 
What Remains of Edith Finch is the second game 
by Giant Sparrow, the creators of The Unfinished Swan. "rc 


It takes thematic cues from its monochromatic prede- 
cessor, such as exploring the unknown, but it's a much 
more haunting experience, since every discovery is 
about how someone died. 

As you move through the house in first-person, you 
encounter stories of Edith's ancestors in different time 
periods, ranging from the early 1900s to present day. 
"Each of the stories is their own little universe, kind 
of like separate games, but a lot of them overlap and 
intermingle," says creative director lan Dallas. "They 
all have a surreal tone, kind of like Twilight Zone. [That 
show] was a big inspiration." 

| experience a constant, uncomfortable, eerie feeling 
as | play. | know the stories of Edith’s relatives do not 
have happy endings, but the tales that unfold are more 
demented than | expect. Every bedroom contains a 
vignette, like one about a young girl who can’t control 
her hunger. | control her as she chows down 
on everything in sight, like toothpaste and berries 
growing on a plant. Her desperate and child-like voice 
narrates the journey, showcasing her innocence — which 
contrasts sharply against the dark events to come. 

As | move toward a window, | realize I'm in some sort 
of dream sequence, since the little girl suddenly morphs 
into a cat chasing down a bird. Next, I'm an owl swoop- 
ing in to grab and eat rabbits. At one point, I'm under 
water as a shark, lunging forward for fish to chomp. The 
hunger can’t be stopped, and soon | am transformed 
into a Cthulhu-like abomination on a ship, hunting down 
unsuspecting humans; | wrap my tentacles around 
them, smothering their bodies with my mouth. | feel like 
an awful murderer. | cringe at every innocent creature 
| must consume. 

Finally I'm back in the girl's room, and she's human 
again. The young voice says she knows the monster is 
coming for her next. This raises my anxiety; | won't spoil 
the sequence's chiling ending, but it leaves me aghast 
and unsettled. What Remains of Edith Finch is anything 
but predictable, and | can't wait to see more of these 
stories and how they connect. » Kimberley Wallace 


Divinity: Original Sin — 
Enhanced Edition 


A heavenly PC RPG comes to console 


ast year's PC release of Divinity: Original Sin » Platform 
L gave fans of sprawling, tactical RPGs a brand new PlayStation 4 

reason to love the genre. Now console players will Хох One + PC 
have their first chance to try the freeform exploration » Style 
and experimentation that lies at the core of this fantastic 1 or 2-Player Role-Playing 
game. In addition to being available on PS4 and Xbox  (2-Player Online) 
Опе, the enhanced edition is a free upgrade for those ^ » Publisher 


that currently own the PC version. 
If you're just getting started on console, this will be 
your first chance to start melding elemental effects 
for profound battlefield synergies. You can light up spud 
a puddle with lightning to stun foes, or explode a paige 
poisonous pond with fire. The enhanced edition fea- 
tures online and split-screen local co-op, so you can 
experience the battles with a friend at your side. As 
someone who's played plenty of the PC version, there 
will be times where the co-op play can seem anything 
but cooperative, but it's always a blast. Don't let your 
partner go around killing innocent people! 
Alongside split-screen co-op and fully voiced char- 
acters, the controls have been altered with intuitive. 
controls that allow the title to be played comfortably 
with console controllers. It seems like a daunting task 
to port over the mouse and keyboard scheme that 
makes mechanics easy to control on PC to a console 
layout, but I'm optimistic and excited to see the how 
the translation turns out. 
The whole package comes with thousands of 
tweaks and improvements, some small, some large. 
The narrative has been revamped and repackaged, 
with questlines and characters being fleshed out and 
attention paid to many of the extensive encounters 
already available. 
I'm already a big fan of Divinity: Original Sin, so | can’t 
wait to see if console players will have a similar excel- 
lent experience when they get a chance to delve into 
this expansive, open-ended world. » Daniel Tack 


Focus Home Interactive 


» Developer 
Larian Studios 
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PlayStation 4 + PC 


Style 


1-Player Shooter 


Publisher 
17-Bit 


Developer 
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Release 
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alak-Z: The Dimensional 


With great power-ups come great enjoyability 


forward, space-based shoot-em-up to a 

unique roguelike hybrid, Galak-Z's chal- 
lenging, ship-to-ship dogfighting has remained 
unchanged. Our recent hands-on time with 
Galak-Z's first "season" introduced us to a vari- 
ety of power-ups that complement the sprawl- 
ing asteroid fields and intense shootouts. 

Season one tasks lone-survivor-turned-hero 
A-Tak with collecting resources to repair and 
maintain his mother ship. Each episode fea- 
tures one such randomly selected mission, 
which is really just an excuse to explore the 
procedurally generated level, get into some 
dogfights, and collect a variety of power-ups 
for your ship. 

Developer 17-Bit's CEO Jake Kazdal says 
Galak-Z will ship with four seasons (each con- 
taining five episodes), with a fifth season releas- 
ing for free sometime after launch. A separate 
series of tutorial missions teaches you basic 
abilities such as boosting, sliding, and juking, 
and can be skipped on future playthroughs. 

Readjusting to the cockpit takes a while; 
unlike a twin-stick shooter, Galak-Z's controls 
require you to independently manage your front 


D uring its metamorphosis from a straight- 


Shooting out a volley of winding missiles 


is as awesome as you expect it to be 


Galak-2's dynamic lighting really sells the 
fiery explosions of your defeated enemies 
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and reverse thrusters via the triggers, which 
makes dodging and chasing down enemy 
ships a tough but rewarding challenge. The 
studio has added more dialogue, environmental 
traps, and enemies since we last played, but 
the major improvement comes in the form 

of expanded ship customization. Dozens of 
different power-ups affect every aspect of 
your offensive weapons, including bullet pat- 
tern, firing rate, and projectile shape. General 
upgrades let you boost the health, shields, 
and speed of your ship. As a roguelike, much 
of the fun comes from seeing what random 
assortment of upgrades you come across in a 
given playthrough, and what kind of ship you 
Frankenstein together from them. In addition 
to the power-ups, collectible blueprint pieces 
permanently unlock upgrades across play- 
throughs – though you still need the credits 

to buy them. 

The first four episodes of each season are 
procedurally generated, but the final episode 
is always a boss battle. For season one, A-Tak 
must take on a legendary space centipede 
known as White Tusk. The first two times | 
reached this final encounter, the monstrous, 


snaking creature tore through my ship, promptly 
sending me back to the beginning of the current 
season. | turned the tables on the mighty beast 
during our third showdown, however, thanks to 
a string of powerful upgrades that transformed 
my humble fighter into an unstoppable death 
machine. The Autofire and Pellet Particles 
upgrades allowed me to unleash an endless 
stream of projectiles, while Supercooled Core 
added stun damage and Penetrating Shots 
allowed each blast to punch through multiple 
targets. The ensuing boss battle was a cake- 
walk, as my glowing shots burned through 
the creature's segmented body in a matter 
of seconds. 

Sparring with the skilled A.l. enemies was 
fun when we first checked the game out two 
years ago, and it's just as compelling today. 
How long players will keep jumping back 
into Galak-Z's frenetic battles will depend 
on how much depth and variety the other 
four seasons can offer — we're ready to see 
what other missions, enemies, and upgrades 
17-Bit has lined up for the rest of the story 
when Galak-Z launches this summer. 

Jeff Marchiafava 
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White Tusk serves as the formidable boss 
at the end of Galak-7's first season 


Blade & Soul 


Flying high with a fast-paced MMORPG 


now NCSOFT is bringing the fast-paced 

MMORPG to North America. This action- 
oriented MMO features in-depth combat that 
eschews tab-targeting conventions. Instead, 
players perform active blocking, dodging, 
counters, and combos – all without bloated 
hotbars and macros. One of the key advan- 
tages of Blade & Soul arriving “late” to North 
America will be that there has already been 
extensive balancing and content rollouts, so 
things should fare smoothly right off the bat, 
from tutorial to raid content. 

Here's another highlight: flying. Blade & 

Soul plays in vertical space, with players able 
to fly around and explore zones in a far more 
complete nature than other MMORPGs offer. 
Whether you are floating down to explore a new 
zone or zipping around rocky outcroppings in 
search of trouble, this mode of travel feels over- 
the-top and empowering. 

1 had a chance to get into the thick of 
combat with several of the classes, including 
the beginner-friendly Summoner and its cute 
cat friend, along with the more involved Force 
Master. While | was able to coast by with my 


B lade & Soul launched in Asia in 2012, but 


Battle enemies in a variety 
of different environments 


cat doing much of the heavy lifting as the 
Summoner, the Force Master's gameplay 

was more satisfying, with a whirlwind of fire, 
ice, and telekinetic powers that chain and 
combine together. 

Not only can you combine skills in satisfying 
ways (like creating a fire wall, then grabbing an 
‘opponent and cooking them over the flames), 
but certain skills become unlocked and active 
only after others. Juggling so many different 
skills at once would normally be difficult, but 
a contextual combat system lets you loop 
together flurries of regular and special attacks 
flawlessly. You still need skill to get everything 
set up properly in the heat of battle, but you 
won't need to struggle to locate errant skills on 
a multitude of hotbars. 

Blade & Soul features a massive, evolving 
storyline in which you seek to avenge your fallen 
master. It may seem a bit cliché, but the ever- 
updating story of the game is tied in directly 
with new content as it rolls out, so players look- 
ing for intertwined story and action will find it. 

Blade & Soul boasts dungeons of all kinds, 
including single-player fare, dungeons for small 
groups, and raids. Of particular note is that 


there are no dedicated healers, so you never 
have to wait around looking for a healer to begin 
your dungeon crawl. Queuing up for dungeon 
groups is fast and easy, and because the search 
is cross-server, you shouldn't have to wait long. 
All classes are capable of some kind of heal- 
ing, and combat in dungeons requires players 
to know when to engage and when to take an 
evasive approach to avoid devastating attacks. 
If you're downed, other players can help get you 
back up and into the action quickly. 

A cool facet of Blade & Soul is the weapon 
customization and upgrade system. While 
you may change weapons all the time in other 
MMORPGs, you have the freedom to continue 
upgrading and sticking with your particular 
favorites in Blade & Soul by "feeding" them 
other pieces of equipment to upgrade them to 
legendary levels. 

Blade & Soul has often come into MMORPG 
discussions regarding Eastern titles that need 
to make their way to North America, and seeing 
how this one fares will be interesting. I'm 
excited to dish out some frenzied combos and 
mad dashes while | fly through environments 
later this year. » Daniel Tack 


» Platform 
PC 


» Style 
MMORPG 


» Publisher 
NCSOFT 

» р 
NCSOFT 

» Release 
Winter 
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PC 

Style 

1-Player Strategy 
(8-Player Online) 


» Publisher 


Players can decide whether to 
develop land, sea, or а mix of both 


Civilization: Beyond Earth — Rising Tide 


Water walking and smooth talking 


the unexplored regions of the galaxy, but 
this next expansion is focused on parts 
of the map that have gone largely ignored until 
now: vast expanses of water. In Civilization: 
Beyond Earth - Rising Tide, water tiles can be 
developed in completely new ways that allow 
players to develop entirely on water if they 
desire, taking advantage of unique aquatic 
wonders and perks. 

While developing on water may not factor 
into every player's plan, cool naval units like the 
submarine are available, alongside full sea- 
centric ecosystems. This new development 
option comes with its own challenges, since 
fantastic new aliens also inhabit these areas. 

Water expansion is the biggest new addition 
to Rising Tide, but there's also another major 
change: Diplomacy as we know itis being com- 
pletely changed and reworked from the ground 
up. “This diplomacy system is not just a couple 
of new buttons or new options," says producer 
Andrew Frederiksen. “We quite literally have 


C ivilization: Beyond Earth may take place in 


rewritten diplomacy at the code level. We look 
back at historical Civ and those leaders came 
into things with some implied character and per- 
sonality. With BE it wasn't quite there with the 
made-up leaders. This is going to let them show 
off their personalities and traits. It all fleshes out 
the leaders with more narrative and personality, 
and it's also a whole set of systems with its own 
bonuses and gameplay. It can evolve as you 
play the game. Perhaps a diplomatic, peaceful 
civ gets pushed into a corner — the personality 
can change and maybe become more willing to 
trade or perhaps become militaristic.” 

This system could be a big plus for players 
that found the personalities that lead the various 
factions dull in comparison to the historical 
counterparts they were familiar with. It's harder 
to relate to a random future leader's leadership 
style than known figures like Gandhi or Napoleon. 

Four new playable factions are available in 
this expansion. These factions have had to 
work harder to make the trek to space, and as a 
result, they may be more intense than the forces 


found in the core game. The Middle-Eastern Ah 
Falah is one of the new factions, and they made 
the trip without cryogenic technology - as such, 
complete generations have lived and died on. 
the way to the new world, with the current colo- 
nists having never lived on Earth. 

Hybrid-affinity playstyles are also getting 
attention with Rising Tide. "It's basically a 
recognition that players don't simply want to 
go down a single affinity," Frederiksen says. 

"I think one of the criticisms of the base game 
was if you wanted to go for an affinity victory 
you had to focus solely on that or fall behind. 
With hybrid affinity, we're going to allow for new 
options and rewards for exploring it. It includes 
new unique units and upgrades for hybrid 
affinities. They're not just part this and part that, 
they are their own unique identity.” 

As a fan of the core game, l'm expecting 
Civilization: Beyond Earth to really reach its full 
potential after an expansion or two, much like 
Civilization V. As such, I'm looking forward to 
this upcoming voyage out to sea. » Daniel Tack 


There's lots going on in the ocean in 
Rising Tide, induding new aliens 


Wattam 


Bringing people together to laugh and blow things up 


eita Takahashi has never colored inside 
the lines. His past projects, such as the 
Katamari series and Noby Noby Boy, 
have been anything but ordinary. In Katamari 
Damacy, you roll objects into a ball, creating a 
pile of junk. In Noby Noby Boy, you interact with 
objects and animals as a worm-like creature. In 
his latest project, Wattam, he's teaming up with 
co-creative director of Thatgamecompany's 
Journey, Robin Hunicke, to create something 
just as bizarre and enthralling. 

Takahashi was inspired to create Wattam by 
watching his young son interacting with his 
toys, building them up only to immedi- 
ately knock them down. Takahashi wondered 
what a world would be like where toys lived 
and could connect by themselves. Hence, 
the name Wattam, which is composed of the 
Tamil and Japanese words for creating a circle 
or loop. "You can expect the same sensibili 
ties that are exhibited in Katamari; not taking 
things seriously, learning how to connect with 
other people, understanding your place in 
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the universe, and accepting the differences 
between all of us," says executive producer 
Robin Hunicke. 

Wattam is hard to define, but it's all about 
interacting in a strange world and making 
discoveries. My demo showcased the season 
of spring, and it began with a cloud, mayor, 
tree, and a few sprouts. You can switch 
control among all of these elements, and you 
perform actions like making the cloud and 
mayor hold hands, mowing the lawn, singing, 
and building crazy stacks of people. The 
objects you interact with come to life, building 
up the world. 

“Every character brings something unique 
to the world, whether that's the sounds they 
make, or the actions they have, or they have 
a special interaction with a character in the 
game, and you have to discover that," Hunicke 
says. "That's sort of the whole point; we don't. 
want it to be a game that just tells you what to 
do. It's a game that you play where you discover 
what you have to do." 


The characters shine the more you interact 
with them, You don't have explicit objectives or 
goals; you play around and see what happens. 
In the demo, after getting 10 characters to link 
hands to form a connection, the mayor takes 
his hat off to reveal a bomb. He then explodes 
a stack of people, making them fly through 
the sky, complete with colorful fireworks. This 
bombastic display makes more characters 
want to come join your world. “You actually 
attract people by having fun,” Hunicke says. 
Hunicke compares it to children sitting on 
the side of a sandbox, wondering if they want 
to step in. By seeing others have fun and 
laugh, they want to join in, too. She might be 
on to something. When the game was shown 
to a group of journalists, we all laughed at the 
crazy antics. Couch co-op is also available 
for you to take friends along for the experi- 
ence. Explaining Wattam is hard, but that just 
might be the point. The game is about the 
experience and experimentation it fosters. 
» Kimberley Wallace 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 

» Style 

1 ог 2-Player Action 
» Publisher 
Funomena 


» Developer 
Funomena 


» Release 
2016 
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The Witcher returns with a new story, a bigger world, and choices 
that have a profound impact on your experience. The latest RPG 
from developer CD Projekt RED builds on the foundation of previ- 
ous entries, but expands the scope in every possible way. From the 
thrilling combat to the compelling characters, Wild Hunt makes it 
easy to get immersed in Geralt's complex and grim world. 
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Expand the Witcher's 
choice-and-consequence 
gameplay in a grander setting, 
giving you more power with 
tons of choices that shape 

the world before you in 
different directions 


» 
‘The level of detail in every- 
thing from the environments to 
the monsters is astonishing 


From tragic scenes to 
adrenaline-pumping battles, 
the soundtrack is powerful and 
fitting. In addition, the voice 
acting is the strongest in the 
series to date 

Without sacrificing anything 
for hardcore fans, CD Projekt 
RED has made the most 
accessible installment yet. It 
has four different difficulty 
modes, plenty of hints and 
tips, and a good explanation 
of its systems 

With superb storytelling, 
challenging combat, exciting 
choices, and unpredictable 
consequences, The Witcher 3: 
Wild Hunt is a must-play RPG 


Moderate 


90 reviews 
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ver since The Witcher's 2007 debut, the 

series has been raising the bar for choice 

and consequence in role-playing games. 
Every entry in the series has taken the concept 
one step further, but The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt 
is the most ambitious attempt yet, showing the 
ripple effect of tons of choices across a large 
world. CD Projekt RED doesn't disappoint, 
proving once again why it's a genre juggernaut. 
With abundant improvements, a bigger world, 
and more exciting choices on every level, The 
Witcher 3 is one of the best games I've played 
in recent years, providing a stimulating chal- 
lenge on and off the battlefield. 

What makes the choices so interesting is 
the immersive world that they shape. From 
snowy mountain tops to beautiful waterfalls to 
wildlife running across the forests, CD Projekt 
RED created a landscape with an excruciat- 
ing amount of detail that makes it a thrill to 
explore. You never know when you might find 
a hidden cave, discover treasure underwater, 
or stumble upon crafting materials for potions 
or new armor. The towns feel alive with events 
happening all around, like drunken bar fights 
and houses burning down. You never feel like 
a bystander — you are a part of what's going on 
around you. You can choose how involved you 
want to get, and even little choices carry con- 
sequences. For instance, | told off a religious 
man preaching about the dangers of witchers, 
and he later sent thugs to beat me up. 

Unlike games that offer a few key choices 
to alter the narrative, The Witcher 3 provides 
abundant options that can shape the world 
in all kinds of ways. Hundreds of quests are 
available across the map, focusing on monster 
contracts and treasure hunts, while smaller 
story quests center on the inhabitants of each 
town. | was surprised at the variety and how 
well-written the quests are — everything holds 
an unexpected story, like a jealous woman 
trying to steal her sister’s werewolf boyfriend. 
It made exploring the world a blast; I always 
looked forward to revisiting people | helped 


The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt 


1-Player Role-Playing WB Games 


to see what path | set them on. In one case, 
1 chose between a brother and sister for the 
throne and saw the empire flourish due to 
my decision. 

I've never felt so connected and like | had so 
much power over a virtual world before. The 
dilemmas are some of best in the series. You 
have plenty of ways to solve them (like brute 
force, doing favors, and using witcher powers), 
but | never felt judged for any of my choices. 
My favorite part is how the writers are always 
‘one step ahead and my decisions are never 
safe; the shades of gray mean that you never 
know who to trust, requiring you think carefully 
about every situation. The world is brutal, full 
of liars and tricksters just waiting to outsmart 
you. Would you trust someone who tells you to 
throw a baby in the oven if it's for the greater 
good? I didn't — but maybe | should have. 

The main narrative is also intriguing, but only 
fans who have been following the series will 
get the most out of it. Geralt remains the com- 
posed hero we've come to know, but he's no 
longer a blank slate with his memories back. 
This entry explores his past and shows a more 
emotional side of him thanks to Ciri. She is 
like a daughter to Geralt, and he must find her 
before the dangerous Wild Hunt organization 
uses her for evil. Seeing Geralt react as a father 
would in this dire situation is an interesting 
change for the character. 

In addition, new and returning personalities. 
have fascinating developments. Geralt's former 
flame Triss has her own storyline about fighting 
against the persecution of mages. The writers 
handle every situation with authenticity – Triss 
and Yennefer's complicated relationships with 
Geralt in particular. The romances have more 
substance than what CD Projekt RED has pro- 
vided before, with better build up and discuss- 
ing more complex emotions and topics. These 
romantic plots were too abrupt in previous 
entries, but | was satisfied this time around. 

Great writing and intense decisions aside, 
the gameplay has also vastly improved. This is 
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the most accessible entry yet thanks to differ- 
ent difficulty settings, a better interface, more 
lenient weight restrictions, and a less demand- 
ing alchemy system. Combat is much more 
responsive and action-packed compared to the 
stilted experience of past entries. This doesn't 
sacrifice any of the difficulty; outside of play- 
ing on story mode, a great deal of strategy is 
required in the tense battles. Exploiting enemy 
weaknesses with spells, crafting potions to 
give you an edge, blocking at the right time for 
counterattacks, and dodging in the nick of time 
are still of the utmost importance. 

You are always in danger, even during 
basic exploration. Enemies can strike from 
anywhere, including the air and underwater. 
The new crossbow eases the pain of flying 
enemies, but it wasn't my favorite weapon. 
Even with upgrades, | found it a pain to aim 
and fire at enemies, slowing the momentum 
of battle. Still, whether you are taking down a 
difficult monster contract or participating in an 
adrenaline-pumping scripted battle, fighting 
is intense and fun, forcing you to exploit every 
weapon in your arsenal. You can also upgrade 
your character any way you want, focusing on 
the areas you prefer, such as magic, physical 
attacks, and alchemy. 

1 have very few complaints about The 
Witcher 3, but it does have some minor 
nuisances. Breakable weapons interrupted 
my adventure more often than they should 
have (you can only repair them by finding a 
craftsman or buying armor-repair kits). | also 
wasn't too impressed with the scenes where 
you play as Сїй. She's an awesome character 
so | liked getting to know her better, but these 
sequences were far from exciting. СИП is 
more agile than Geralt, but she doesn't have 
access to magic and the fights just felt too 
simple. Also, some late-game locations are 
unnecessarily difficult to access, lacking good 
fast-travel options. Sometimes the witcher 
sense for investigating crime scenes gets 
overused, but | still enjoyed its role in piecing 
together mysteries. 

By the end of the game, 36 different world 
states are available, depending on your 
actions. The main story also has multiple end- 
ings, and some are definitely more satisfying 
than others, which I wish wasn't the case. In 
such a big game, you want to walk away feel- 
ing like your time was well spent. My initial 
ending rubbed me the wrong way, and ће 
disappointment lingered long after the credits 
rolled. For the most part though, I reveled in 
the experience leading up to it, even more than 
1 did in past games. 

The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt encompasses 
what | hope is the future of RPGs. It stands 
out for its wonderful writing, variety of quests 
and things to do in the world, and how your 
choices have impact in interesting ways. 
Usually something is sacrificed when creating 
a world this ambitious, but everything felt right 
оп сие. | still think about some of my choices 
апа how intriguing they turned out — for better 
or worse. a 


nstein: The Old 
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-T he Wolfenstein bloodline is one of the 
richest veins in the first-person shooter 
lineage. Only six games have appeared 

in the series since the hallowed 1992 3D 

release that kicked off the genre, and every 

entry (excluding the milquetoast 2009 release) 
has garnered some degree of praise. Machine 

Games has tapped this bloodline to create a 

standalone expansion to the New Order that 

serves as an homage to the past achievements 
of this storied franchise. 

Cast as a prologue to the alternate history 
introduced in The New Order, The Old Blood 
joins B.J. Blazkowicz on a mission to recover 
confidential documents that reveal the loca- 
tion of key Nazi figurehead General William 
"Deathshead" Strasse. Split into two episodes, 
the lengthy expansion first requires the Nazi- 
slaughtering hero to infiltrate and escape 
Castle Wolfenstein before suppressing a para- 
normal uprising at an archaeological dig site. 

This setup should be familiar to anyone 
who has played through the fantastic 2001 


1-Player Shooter Publis 


release Return to Castle Wolfenstein, and 
callbacks to the series’ roots don't stop there. 
Every level contains a hidden bed that when 
activated transports B.J. into a “nightmare” 
sequence where you can play through one of 
the nine levels in Wolfenstein 3D: Episode 1. 
Screenshots of this classic game are hidden 
throughout the levels (as well as Bethesda 
oddities like Dovahkiin’s helmet from Skyrim), 
and the main menu art is clearly inspired by 
the boot-stomping box art of the original 

PC release. 

Traces of the Wolfenstein heritage are also 
found in the combat, but it largely follows the 
versatile approach Machine Games took with 
The New Order. Most levels allow the player 
to choose between stealthy and aggressive 
approaches, both of which yield satisfying 
results. Blazkowicz deploys a variety of brutal 
finishing moves when sneaking up on enemies 
from behind, and proves equally adept at dual- 
wielding machine guns or shotguns to unleash 
violent streams of bullets. 
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The expansion introduces a few new instru- 
ments of death to spice up the combat, includ 
ing a scoped bolt-action rifle and a powerful 
pistol that shoots an explosive round like a gre- 
nade. The two-piece pipe Blazkowicz lifts from 
the first prison he escapes also proves grue- 
somely effective at incapacitating enemies. 

Be sure to ramp up the difficulty if you want a 
challenge - the normal setting is quite forgiving 
to casual stealth and reckless firefights. 

The Old Blood introduces two new villains to 
the Wolfenstein cast: a menacing torture expert 
who rivals Blazkowicz in size, and a polio- 
ravaged leader of the SS archaeological divi- 
sion. Given B.J.'s predisposition to being easily 
captured, you can look forward to several 
interactions with both. But this is the extent 
of the character building Machine Games 
attempts in the expansion, and both end with 
unsatisfying boss battles. You only meet a 
couple resistance fighters, none of which have 
the depth of their The New Order counterparts. 
This lack of narrative gravitas ultimately robs 
The Old Blood of the qualities that made its 
predecessor memorable. 

Had The Old Blood been injected with more 
new blood, maybe it would have matched or 
surpassed the quality of The New Order. But 
by over-relying on nostalgia to drive the experi- 
ence, it's well-crafted fan service rather than an 
attempt to push the series in new directions. 
For a standalone expansion that's not an unfor- 
givable offense, but we're excited to see what 
Machine Games can do with the series now 
that this genealogical exercise is flushed out of 
its system.» 1 


» Concept 
Re-enlist Wolfenstein fans 
with a standalone prequel to 
The New Order 


iraphics 
Familiar environments recall 
Return to Castle Wolfenstein 
and the 2009 installment 
nd 

B.J. Blazkowicz's 
unintentionally funny “Deep 
Thoughts While Murdering 
Nazis" baritone commentary 
runs through the action 

» Playability 
Whether you want to go 
stealth or guns blazing, 
combat is the bloody heart. 
of this experience 


» Entertainment 
With myriad nods to 
Wolfenstein’s past, The Old 
Blood captures the essence of 
the series, but does less than 
The New Order to advance it 


» Repl е 
Moderately low 
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PS4 • Xbox One • PC 

» Concept 

A sim-based title with 
multiple racing series that's 
similar to other franchises 
while remaining distinct. 

» Graphics 

The lighting effects stand out, 
and like the blurring of focus 
used for closer objects 


» Sound 
Your engineer's tips 
for approaching cars 
occur inconsistently 


» Playability 
Weather-appropriate tires 
and tire temps are key to 
qualifying. Qualifying well 
is a must at any respectable 
difficulty level, and this kind 
of optional challenge helps 
make the game fun 


» Entertainment 
Tve played many racers like 
this, but Project Cars still feels 
invigorating and fresh — and 
that's an accomplishment 

» Replay Value 

Moderately high 


Project Cars 


A new series off to a strong start 


Оо отогот 
SILVER 


ntil now, Slightly Mad Studios’ identity has 

been largely wrapped up in other brands — 

predominantly EA's Need for Speed fran- 
chise. The developer has made other racing 
titles since it last worked on NFS: Shift in 2011, 
but Project Cars feels like a definitive state- 
ment of identity. The game joins a sim-racing 
field alongside already-established competitors 
like Gran Turismo and Forza, but it also does 
things its own way, challenging the ways of the 
past. Project Cars doesn't radically change the 
genre, but longtime enthusiasts should take 
heed of this new franchise. 

The career mode lets you start in any one 
of 16 series, all the way from karts to Formuta 
One-level vehicles, so where you start isn’t 
determined by the cars you've bought in your 
garage. At the end of each year you can stay 
in the same series or accept a contract to race 
elsewhere (if you've proven yourself). You can 
accept invitations for one-off events in other 
series during the season for a little variety. 

I like the ease at which you can experience 
much of the content, but the career mode has 
room to improve. For instance, team contracts 
aren't tied to money, sponsorships, or specific 
manufacturers’ cars – so other than acting as 
gateways to the series, the mode feels like a. 
calendar more than a career. There are big- 
picture goals for your career like completing 
multiple series, and achievements you can 
flash as part of your Driver Network Profile 
when you go online, but it's not enough to 
make your career feel fulfilling. 

The lack of a monetary system confers more 
freedom and is less stressful (you can even 
cancel a contract mid-season and start some- 
where else), but it is perhaps the reason your 
garage is deemphasized. The game contains 


more than 60 cars (many licensed), but cars 
aren't the showpieces relative to other sim 
series - you don't collect, apply decals, or 
upgrade them. 

That's not to say that Slightly Mad doesn't 
care about cars – in fact, the opposite seems 
to be true. | liked trying out the different series’ 
cars, and even the feeling of starting over and 
having to acclimate myself to new handling. 

A similarly challenging process occurs during 
qualifying. Here you start out on cold tires and 
must straddle the line between going all-out 
and being careful, since your lap times are 
disqualified if you go off the track. For a game 
whose career mode could be beefed up, it's a 
real-world touch that thankfully increases the 
stakes as well as highlights the developer's 
attention to car handling. 

This makes the game sound hardcore, but 


Style 1-Player Racing (16-Player Online) Publisher Bandai Namco Developer Slightly Mad Studios Release May 12 Rating E 


thanks to numerous customization options, 
it's only as hard as you want it to be. Race lap 
length, allowing restarts, and simming por- 
tions of the race weekend help, and amenities 
like pre-set weather/time-of-day progression, 
customizable HUD, and pit strategy templates 
are also welcome. Furthermore, online races 
(allowing you to use the game's entire roster of 
cars) contain features like optional mechanical 
failure and a variable mix of A.l./human oppo- 
nents. Community events centered around 
specific leaderboards make Project Car's 
online mode a capable component. 

In a genre where it can be hard to differenti- 
ate yourself, Project Cars makes its mark. It's 
not as strong as it could be in all areas, but 
Slightly Mad Studios’ attention to detail and 
racing chops make the game a contender. 

» Matthew Kato 


. Online races can be filled out with A.1. drivers, 
‘whose ability can be adjusted before the race 
ee ` 
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s the United Planet Chair, you smile as 
your recent resolution passes — you've 
\ been currying favor from other council 
races for a while now, and you know that the 
recent vote will be the final maneuver for your 
total control of the galaxy. The best part? You 
took over everything without creating a single 
military ship. This is Galactic Civilizations Ill, a 
strategy space world where clever planning and 
diplomacy are as powerful as beam weapons 
and starship shields. The long-awaited follow- 
up to 2006's Galactic Civilizations Il is a worthy 
successor and an enjoyable addition to the 4X 
(eXplore, eXpand, eXploit, eXterminate) genre. 
Galactic Civilizations Ill features eight dif- 
ferent races (and the ability to create your 
‘own custom races), each with a smattering 
of special identifying traits. While you are 
free to pursue your own methods of victory 
within the context of each map, these traits 
provide some direction. If you're into battle, 
the Drengin Empire and their militant charac- 
teristics help you reach your conquering goals, 
but you suffer penalties to trading and morale. 
If you're looking for explosive growth, the 
Iconian Refuge is fantastic, but you are more 
susceptible to invasion. The Kyrnn Syndicate 
is perfect if you (like me) prefer to win through 


Galactic Civilizations Il 


Style 1-Player Strategy/Simulation 


influence and expansion. Faction choice is fun 
and meaningful, and each comes with its own 
ship styles on top of traits and abilities. 
Choice is at the heart of Galactic Civiliza- 
tions Ill, and those choices begin at race 
selection and continue until the final turn. How 
you build your planets is incredibly important, 
and your adjacent buildings and resources 
provide bonuses and powers to others. This 
makes setting up perfectly mix/max worlds 
more complex, even if your design is to create 
"stacked" planets that only focus on generat- 
ing one type of resource. From your first few 
turns, the choices are plentiful and begin your 
roadmap to your path to power, through the 
sword or the silken tongue. Perhaps you will 
start cranking out fragile, expensive ships to 
colonize other planets, knowing that pirates or 
an unfriendly faction could reduce your effort 
to nothing. Maybe you start creating starbases 
on the outskirts of your known territory to mine 
essential space ores, defend your borders, or 
start expanding your sphere of influence. Or 
you may lock in the military mind and begin 
readying ships for an aggressive takeover. 
Those important decisions are immediately 
followed by questions of research and ideology — 
ones that sync up with your plan to take over 


er Stardock Entertainment 


(4-Player Online) 


Stardock Entertainment 
se May 14 Rating NR 


the galaxy. If you're looking to expand your 
cultural and influential reach, you have to forgo 
military might and engineering (at least for a 
while). If you're looking to grow quickly, you 
may have to sacrifice other research. You make 
the choices, and back them up with significant 
ideological decisions — sweeping choices that 
provide significant abilities and resource gen- 
eration for your entire faction. Perks acquired 
through delving down the ideology trees 
include one-shot bonuses like a fully loaded 
colony ship, new construction options, and 
powerful effects like taking over all planets and 
starbases within your realm of influence. But 
don't be overwhelmed — these choices often 
fall right in line with the various victory meth- 
ods. For all of its choice and nuance, Galactic 
Civilizations III is one of the more accessible 
4X titles out there, with information always 
readily available on a mouseover and handy 
turn prompts that ensure you won't pass a turn 
without taking care of all the important stuff. 

Although Galactic Civilizations Ill provides 
a fun and streamlined strategy experience, it 
doesn't do much to take the genre toward the 
stars, instead relying on familiar genre conven- 
tions that feel a lot like 4X's current comfort 
food, Civilization V. 

Galactic Civilizations Ill has something to 
offer everyone, from the most bloodthirsty 
space pirates to puppetmasters operating from 
the shadows. Despite the availability of cam- 
paign and multiplayer modes, playing skirmish 
after skirmish is where the experience shines. 
It's a fun, deep, and somehow accessible entry 
in a genre that's often viewed as complicated 
and excessively complex. If you're looking for a 
foray into deep space strategy that supports a 
host of different playstyles and features plenty 
of customization, there's no need to hop to the 
next wormhole = it's right here. » Daniel Tack 


Rule the galaxy your way, 
with many playstyles 
available in a 4X space- 
strategy skirmish 


Vibrant and high-quality 
visuals, especially for a 
hex-based strategy title. The 
battle viewer lets players 
witness fleet fights up close 
and personal 


Theard nothing particularly 
noteworthy, but the tunes 
and beam weapons all 
sound appropriate 


Even for newcomers to 

AX and strategy, this is 
surprisingly easy to pick 

up and play — even with a 
significant amount of depth 
Different races, ship 
customization, and disparate 
methods of victory and 
progression make your 
choices meaningful, leading 
to an essential experience for 
strategy-game enthusiasts 
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PC 

» Concept 

A turn-based strategy stealth 
game set in a cyberpunk future 
with rogue-like elements 


Mac 


» Graphics 
‘The striking, exaggerated 
‘comic-book art style is one of 
the most polished aspects 

of the title 


A dark, electric soundtrack sets 
the tone, but the score could 
use more variety 


» Playability 
‘The turn-based action gives 
you plenty of time to plan your 
strategies, but it can take a 
while to master the intricacies 
of all the stealth tools 


tertainment 
Invisible, Inc. is like a tense 
game of hide and seek, except 
the repercussions for being 
found are deadly 

Replay Value 

Moderately high 


» Concept 
Construct incredible creations and 
explore the depths of outer space 


» Graphics 
Not exceptional, but nice 
considering how much customi- 
zation is available to the player 

» Sound 

Not noteworthy, but at least you'll 
hear some big explosions 


» Playability 
Despite having a lengthy tutorial, 
you'll probably have to seek 

out additional learning tools if 
you Want to do more than have 
sandbox fun strapping fuel tanks 
and pieces to random rockets. 
‘That said, for those that just want 
to do that – that segment alone is 
pretty fun 

tainment 

KSP provides fun on different 
levels of engagement, from 
tinkering with unlimited funds 
in the sandbox to create cool or 
outlandish ships to tackling the 
dizzyingly difficult career mode 
» Replay Value 


High 


94 reviews 


ble, Inc. 


| can hear the guard in the other room wake up 
as | extract a hard drive's worth of corporate 
lies from a secure databank. Seconds later, 
ап alarm goes off and the automated surveil- 
lance system sends a security detail to check 
on the situation. A safe full of credits sits to my 
left, but | know my window to extract is closing 
fast. | dart down the hall. The noise alerts 

two more guards to my presence, but | have 
enough time to use an EMP bomb on the auto- 
mated turret in front of the elevator and escape. 
It's not a clean exit, but its effective, and I'm 
riding high from the thrill of escaping the hunt. 

Klei Entertainment's newest game, Invisible, 
Inc., sends players through a series of ran- 
domly generated, turn-based tactical missions 
that reward you for avoiding combat altogether. 
The goals for each mission vary from down- 
loading corporate files to stealing covert tech- 
nology to rescuing fellow agents from holding 
calls. Klei injects enough variety into the mis- 
sions that they never feel repetitive, and | was 
always eager to complete these new objectives 
in order to earn new tech. 

The missions let you put that sexy spy tech 
to good use for everything from knocking out 
guards across the room to temporarily turning 
invisible. An advanced hacking program called 
Incognita lets you remotely break through 


t easy bei 


garentormer 
SILVER 


JV look of playful wonder is in your it 
/ \ Kerbal's eyes as you count down to the 
ГА launch of your new spaceship. Does 
this look of awe change as the struts on your 
scaffolding break under the weight of 20 peril 
ously placed fuel tanks and your half-cocked 
creation falls on the launch pad? Does it 
change when you blow everything in a last- 
ditch attempt to save the mission from failure, 
sending the ship rocketing off at a dangerous 
angle? No, Kerbals are soldiers to the end, 
staying positive even as you send them crash- 
ing at high speed into nearby lakes. Don't 
worry — in another few minutes you have a 
new crew and a better rocket with even more 
absurd part placement! That's some of the 
fun of Kerbal Space Program — unparalleled 
experimentation with what amounts to a con- 
sequence-free box of spaceship LEGO pieces. 
When you sit down to play a game of Kerbal 
Space Program, you have two main choices: 


strategy takes a turn 


corporate firewalls to control security feeds 
ог possess defense drones. While you're in a 
mission zone, the security system's alertness 
level slowly raises, turning on new cameras 
and other defensive measures as you hunt for 
your goal. These ever-evolving playfields force 
you to think on your feet, creating pressure- 
cooker environments that result in memorable 
impromptu escapes. 

The randomly generated levels aren't 
impossible, but | did run into a few areas that 
stacked several tricky obstacles in front of 
my goal, creating what | called “hallways of 


Kerbal Space Program 


despair,” which forced me to either sacrifice 
my ammo and stims or leave empty-handed. 
If you blow a few missions in a row — or lose 
an agent - you might as well start over. 

Invisible, Inc. rewards successive play- 
throughs by giving you access to new agents 
complete with a variety of different skills, as 
well as more specialized hacking programs 
that make it easier to work your way out of 
tough situations. Invisible, Inc. doesn't always 
feel like it's playing by the rules, but clever 
thinking and a good loadout empower you to 
fight from the shadows. » Ben Reeves 


Style 1-Player Strategy/Simulation Publisher Squad Developer Squad Release April 27 Rating NR 


kicking around in a sandbox-style, anything- 
goes, rocket-creation program, or heading into 
the far more advanced career mode. Sandbox 
mode is thoroughly enjoyable for players of 
all skill levels; you have a wide selection of 
spaceship parts you can put together any way 
you like. Then you shoot your craft into orbit, 
or watch something go horribly wrong as your 
cute Kerbals explode or are sent spinning 
uncontrollably into the distant scenery. 

Career mode is on the opposite end of 
the spectrum, where the truly hardcore have 
their work cut out for them. The content here 
is highly challenging, fare fit for an astro- 
physicist with some resource management 
skills. Players must juggle many facets of the 
program, including R&D, recruitment, orbital 
mechanics, exploring planets, and mining 
resources. Without the consequence-free 
experimentation of the sandbox, this complex- 
ity can be daunting, and makes advanced 


maneuvers inaccessible despite a long tuto- 
rial. The tutorial has the best intentions, but 
explaining some of the concepts involved in 
procedures such as achieving orbit are simply 
difficult to teach. The tough-to-navigate UI and 
unintuitive controls don't make the process 
any easier. 

Kerbal Space Program provides something 
for everyone: players who will never see a 
return voyage from “the Mun,” and those who 
delve into special resource gathering, landing, 
docking, and crew-out-of-ship activities. If you 
are a creative type who loves to fool around 
with physics, you'll probably love Kerbal Space 
Program. If you're just looking to create unbe- 
lievable, ridiculous rockets with an impractical 
number of fuel pods, you can still have plenty 
of fun. Whatever your level of engagement, you 
can enjoy shooting these little green Smurfs 
into space — or into the nearby scenery. 

Daniel T: 


Puzzle & Dragons Z + 
Puzzle & Dragons 


Two gl S in one bund! 


prenter 
GOLD 


The overall mechanics in Puzzle & Dragons 
are simple: Match orbs by dragging them 
across the screen to attack enemy monsters. 
If you're able to generate long combos, you 
deal more damage than simple matches. Both 
P&D Zand the Super Mario Bros. edition share 
a basic skeleton; orbs are the same colors, 
you capture creatures and upgrade them, 
and leaders with passive skills and allies with 
active abilities are present in each game. As 
GungHo demonstrates, however, that frame- 
work leaves plenty of room to 
create a pair of games with 
individual identities. 

Puzzle & Dragons Z adds 
a Pokémon-style overworld 
and a narrative to the original 
game. Returning players will 
notice that their favorite col- 
lectable beasts are back, but 
the upgrade system has been 
tweaked to support the over- 
arching puzzle-piece theme 
(bad guys are yanking puzzle- 
piece-shaped chunks of the 
world off the planet). Defeated 


to say "Puzzle & Dragons Z + Puzzle 
& Dragons Super Mario Bros. Edition” 

aloud, but that’s the only aspect of the 

experience you'll find even remotely short. 

The bundle, which includes an enhanced 

version of GungHo's blockbuster game 

and a Super Mario-themed variant, is an 

incredible value for match-three enthusiasts, 

offering a pair of games that easily stand 

on their own. 


Y ou may come up short of breath trying 


Full Sail has specialized degree programs designed to help you 
gain the skill set and knowledge needed to pursue a career 
involving the design, computer languages, or art and animation 
within video games. 


Our grads have worked on projects such as Destiny, Titanfall, 

Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare, and Far Cry 4. Grads have also 

worked for notable companies such as Electronic Arts, Infinity 
Ward, ESPN, and Rockstar Games. 


3300 University Boulevard * Winter Park, FL 


Financial aid avaiable for those who qualify + Career development assistance = credited University, ACCSC 
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Super Mario Bros. Edition 


Style 1-Player Puzzle Publisher Nintendo Developer GungHo, Nintendo Release May 22 Rating E 


enemies drop puzzle pieces of their own, and 
they're used to evolve your menagerie in a 
simple minigame. Monsters also drop eggs, 
which are hatched at your HQ. It's a little 
annoying to have to trudge back home to see 
what they contain, but the ability to fast travel 
minimizes the hassle. 

The Mario edition replaces everything with 
the franchise's familiar trappings. The on-foot 
action is swapped with a Super Mario 3-style 
map, the soundtrack is loaded with familiar 
tunes, and you're joined by a growing squad 
of reformed villains. The game is generous 
with continues, and its lack of free-to-play 
elements means that you can keep trying to 
beat trickier sections without worrying about 
paying or waiting for a bar to recharge. And 
both games do get tricky, with enemies spew- 
ing a variety of status effects that require on- 
the-fly strategy changes. 

I've been a fan of the original Puzzle & 
Dragons since it came out, and | think it's finally 
met its match. The stories are a bit childish, but 
the games are so good — and free from long- 
term paywalls - that | may be able to finally free 
up some space on my iPad. » Jeff Cork 


ncept 
Match colorful orbs and manage a 
team in two fully featured games 
» Graphics 

It's easy to differentiate the 
objects, and the creatures are 
nicely rendered and animated 

» Sound 

Both soundtracks are solid, 
though they grow stale during the 
long journeys. The sounds that 
accompany longer combos never 
do, however 

» Playability 

You can get by with simple 
matches for a while, but you need 
to dig into the deeper systems if 
you Want to keep progressing 

» Entertainment 

This is a must-play if you 

have even a passing interest 


Student work by: John Rogeles & George Stoll 
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9 | Hearthstone: Blackrock Mountain 
Platform PC, iOS Release April 30 Rating 124- 


Blizzard's second adventure continues the high 
standard that Naxxramas set for the digital card 
game, with plenty of unique voices, sounds, cards, 
and encounters that ooze their respective World 
of Warcraft counterparts’ flavor while adding 
their own unique elements to the ever-evolving 
Hearthstone landscape. — Daniel Tack 


the score 


1.5 | State Of Decay: 
ear-One Survival Edition 


Platform Xbox One, PC Release April 28 Rating M 


The Year-One Survival Edition takes 
everything that's been released so far 
and adds a bit of visual polish and other 
tweaks for Xbox One and PC. It's an 
admirable effort, but returning players 
will notice that plenty of previously 
existing issues from the game's past 
iteration have stumbled through to this 
new zombie-filled bundle. — Jeff Cork 
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21 | Chroma Squad 
Platform PC Release April 30 Rating E10+ 


Chroma Squad is an overall 
enjoyable experience that 
Iuns on nostalgia, but falls 
short of becoming everything. 
it could have been. Though 


the progression system 
comes to a screeching halt 
during the latter portions 
and gameplay repetition can 
lead to tedium, I still found 
enjoyment throughout the 
lengthy story. — Brian Shea 
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Remembering 


Xenogears 


A look back at an unconventional RPG where players battle God and contemplate Nietzsche 


arly in the life of the role-playing genre, stories were simple. You res- 

cued the princess or saved the world as the Warriors of Light. As plat- 

forms evolved and technology advanced, so did the complexity and 

depth of these stories. Final Fantasy VII and Phantasy Star IV explored 
the death of protagonists and strengthened the focus on cinematic sequences 
in games, and the genre continued to mature. Squaresoft released Xenogears in 
1998, Tetsuya Takahashi's first title as director. No longer were players fighting 
forces of darkness - the battle was against God. 


Xenogears wasn't an easy sell for its creators 
when it was originally submitted as a script 
idea for Final Fantasy VII. "While we were 
told that it was too dark and complicated for 
a fantasy, the boss was kind enough to give 
Takahashi a chance to launch a new project," 
scenario writer and future wife of Takahashi, 


Soraya Sage said in a 2010 interview with 
Siliconera. Sage and Takahashi created an 
ambitious plot that confronted a wide range of 
topics that were taboo for video games, focus- 
ing on themes of religion, psychology, and 
politics. This was Takahashi’ first time direct- 
ing and working on the PS1 hardware, and he 


by Kimberley Wallace 


didn't play it safe. Crucified robots, anyone? 
Xenogears’ opening leaves a strong impres- 
sion, showing the devastating and unpredictable 
world you're about to explore. It starts in the 
sleepy locale of Lahan Village with amnesiac Fei 
Fong Wong, who came to the village three years 
prior. No one is sure who Fei is. The beginning 
may feel familar, but things take a surprising tum 
when giant mechs, called Gears, attack the vil- 
lage. Fei takes control of an unmanned Gear, but 
when he sees his friend Timothy gunned down, 
Fei's second personality comes forth and he 
goes berserk, destroying the village. An outcast, 
Fei abadons the mech and leaves the village. 
From here, things go even more off the 
rails. Fei and his companions soon find them- 
selves caught up in a world full of nano- 
machines, a food named Soylent (yes, it's 
made of people), and a god named Deus who 
crash-landed on the planet 10,000 years prior. 


Many of the elements of the story — including 
Fei's "Id" — are rooted deeply in both Jungian 
and Freudian psychology. Like the Persona 
titles, Fei spends much of his time under- 
standing his shadow, a part of his personality 
that his consciousness doesn't acknowledge. 

Xenogears also makes many allusions to 
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. This 
would continue on with Takahashi's other 
works, such as Xenosaga, where Nietzsche's 
books appear as the subtitles for each game. 
Is God truly dead as Neitzsche claims, no 
longer a moral compass for this fictional 
world? Xenogears wants you to ponder 
questions like this. 

"The works of Nietzsche, Freud, and Jung 
happened to be part of common interests | 
shared with Takahashi,” Sage said in her 2010 
interview with Siliconera. “Xenogears is basically 
a story about ‘where do we соте from, what 
are we, where are we going?’ In that respect, we 
меге inspired by those concepts a lot." 

Xenogears challenged its players to think. 
At the time, most RPG narratives stayed 
away from complexity, but Xenogears rev- 
eled in it. Xenogears wanted to make people 
ponder existence. Unfortunately, the narrative 
is too convoluted for its own good, and the 
subpar translation didn't help matters much 
for gamers outside of Japan. Still, the game 
stayed engaging thanks to its interesting 
dilemmas and great characters, like optimist 
Elly and astute Citan. 


Taking To The Fight 
Despite a greater focus on narrative, 
Xenogears didn't dial back on its combat. 
Based on the ATB system from the Final 
Fantasy games, Xenogears has two types of 
battles: those that occur on foot and those 
in Gears. On foot, you use a combination 
of martial arts, “ether” special attacks, and 
“deathblows,” each costing a variable amount 
of action points. The amount of AP that can be 
consumed per turn goes up as you progress, 
and eventually players can execute large com- 
bination attacks. 

Gear combat is similar, though the AP 
system is replaced by Fuel, which serves the 


same purpose. During battle, a Gear's attack 
level increases, which allows the use of death- 
blows. On top of this, a character at attack 
level three who performs a non-deathblow 
action has the chance to go into Infinity Mode, 
which has its own set of unique deathblows. 
Gears also can't be repaired in dungeons — 
they must be taken to special shops, so they 
must be managed carefully, but still remain 
spectacularly fun. 

Despite the robust combat, it is underused, 
as the action slows to a crawl on the second 
disc. Time and money played a factor during 
production and it shows. The story is told by 
boring narration with very few playable seg- 
ments. This wouldn't be an issue if there was a 
great interplay in the dialogue, but much of it 
falis fiat despite the impressive concepts. Even 
with the missteps on the final disc, Xenogears 
went on to sell well, even becoming a Greatest 
Hits title. It also brought some controversy with 
it due to the religious depictions. 


The Xeno Legacy 
Xenogears didn't have a significant effect 
on Squaresoft's future titles; in fact, it was 
the last game that Takahashi worked on for 
the company. Determining that there was no 
future for Xenogears, he moved on to found 
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Monolith Soft, taking a good portion of the 
Xenogears team with him to begin work on 
their next adventure, Xenosaga. This 2002 PS2 
title covered many of the same subjects that 
Xenogears did – the exploration of psychology 
and philosophy, and shared concepts like the 
Zohar monolith. 

Rather than a direct sequel (or prequel) to 
Xenogears, Xenosaga is essentially a func- 
tional reboot of the design. Xenosaga was 
slated to be a six-title series, of which many 
fans thought that game five would be a reboot 
of Xenogears proper, based on information 
from the Japanese Perfect Works guide. This 
would never come to pass; Xenosaga was 
capped as a trilogy. 

Takahashi continued his work in the 
“Xeno” space with the 2012 Wii release 
Xenoblade Chronicles. While Xenoblade is 
further from the original concept of Xenogears 
than its predecessors, it still shares many 
of the same ideas, right down to the use 
of mechs. Xenoblade Chronicles is one of 
the best RPGs of the last generation, spawn- 
ing a 3DS remake and an upcoming spiritual 
successor, Xenoblade Chronicles X. 

Without Takahashi's work on Xenogears, 
we might never have seen some of the big- 
gest fan-favorite RPGs of recent years. Few 
first efforts are as top quality as this one, and 
despite its flaws, it still remains worth play- 
ing for all RPG fans. The game is also easier 
to get than ever now that it's available on the 
PlayStation Network. Perhaps it's time for you 
to discover whether or not God is dead and 
pay homage to the game that laid down the 
foundation for future Xeno games. Ф 
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1. Halo's original code name was 
Monkey Nuts, but was quickly 
changed to Blam! 


2. Halo started life as a real- 
time-strategy title, and went 
through multiple genre per- 
mutations before evolving into 
a first-person shooter. 


3. Microsoft has never released a 
game with the title “Halo.” 


4. Steve Jobs originally 
announced Halo: Combat 
Evolved at Macworld 1999. 
Before Microsoft bought devel- 
oper Bungie, the studio was 
working with Take-Two to publish 
Halo on the PlayStation 2. 


5. Bungie was so protective 

of keeping the Master Chief's 
face a secret that they designed 
his original character model to 
include a second helmet under 
his helmet, so that fans who tried 
to mod the game wouldn't be 
able to see his face. 


6. The Elite phrase “Wort! Wort! 
Wort!” is actually an audio clip of 
Sargent Johnson saying "Go! Go! 
Gol" slowed down and reversed. 
Most of the rest of the Elite's dia- 
logue is also processed clips of 
Johnson's audio. 


1. Cortana voice actress Jen 
Taylor is from Seattle, Washing- 
ton, but Bungie originally wrote 
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Cortana envisioning the A. 
would have a British accent. 
Taylor also enjoyed a long stint 
voicing Princess Peach and Toad 
for Nintendo. 


8. Bungie didn't get the mul- 
tiplayer working properly until 
five weeks before the original 
game shipped. 


8. Master Chief's voice actor, 
Steve Downes, still has his day 
job, working as a morning disc 
jockey for a classic-rock radio 
station in Chicago. 


10. At one point, Bungie built a 
working demo of a Halo game for 
the Nintendo DS, but the project 
never went into development. 


11. Master Chief's armor weighs 
approximately half а ton. 
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12. The Halo 4 Spartan Laser fea- 
tures a warning label that reads 
"Big Scary Laser. Do not look into 
beam with remaining eye." 


13. Nine Halo novels are on The 
New York Times bestsellers list. 


14. For the "Halo 4" launch, the 
London Didact glyph fly-over was 
the largest and brightest man- 
made flying structure to ever fly 
over London. It measured 50 feet 
in diameter, weighed 3.2 tons, 
and featured 113,096 LEDs. 


15. Halo 5's “Guardians” have 
been referenced in nearly every 
previous Halo title (Including Halo: 
Combat Evolved). In multiplayer, 
these mysterious figures are often 
blamed for players’ deaths when 
venturing out too far or when a. 
death is literally inexplicable. 
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